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In this three book boxed set

Book 7. Strict and Peculiar

In the village of Steynam St Michael, the old Strict and Particular Chapel is , at last, undergoing renovation, to the delight of the local inhabitants, who believe it will prove useful as a tourist attraction for the village

The renovations, however, have been dogged by the sightings of mysterious hooded figures, and tributes of flowers, left here and there on the site.

Then, a body is found on the stone altar table in the Chapel, and events begin to spiral out of control...



Book 8. Christmas Mourning

The UK is experiencing it’s worst winter for years.

Catastrophic news for DI Harry Falconer, as he has rashly promised to spend Christmas with his sergeant, Carmichael, and Carmichael's rambunctious family, in Castle Farthing - only to find himself snowed in and spending a lot longer at chez Carmichael than is desirable...

Without power or telephones, and Castle Farthing cut off from the outside world until further notice, Christmas Day greets them... with a murder in St Cuthbert's Church, where the locum vicar has discovered, to his horror, one of Castle Farthing's residents nailed to a gigantic cross.



Book 9. Grave Stones

The residents of Shepford St Bernard are to have a party in the church hall, in response to a request to boost congregation numbers, only their new vicar is a woman, and a young one to boot, which is not to everyone's liking ... The morning after the party, the extent of the brooding resentment felt in the small community is revealed when an elderly woman is found dead outside her house, the contents of her safe having disappeared along with her attacker. 



Strict and Peculiar


In the village of Steynham St Michael, the old Strict and Particular Chapel is, at last, undergoing renovation, to the delight of the local inhabitants, who believe it will prove useful as a tourist attraction for the village.
The renovations, however, have been dogged by the sightings of mysterious hooded figures, and tributes of flowers, left here and there on the site.

The newly painted interior is then found defaced by a mysterious message in red paint, and this last prompts a call to the police.
DI Falconer and DS Carmichael of the Market Darley CID make an initial visit, and believe that the unexplained events at the Chapel may be the work of a small cult, believed to originate from the college in Market Darley.

When a new DC, on secondment, arrives, Falconer immediately sends him undercover as a student, spending his own time trying to lay his hands on a local drug dealer.

Then, a body is found on the stone altar table in the Chapel, and events begin to spiral out of control...



Author’s Note 


I know that there are still Strict and Particular Baptist chapels in existence, and I would like to state categorically that the chapel in this book, and those who followed its teachings either in the present or in the past, bear no similarity whatsoever with those who attend services in these buildings today. The beliefs and traditions of the chapel in this book are entirely fictitious, and a figment of my own (twisted!) imagination.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE
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Residents of Steynham St Michael 

Buckleigh, Bryony – a widow 

Buttery, Noah and Patience – run the mobile library  

Crawford, Craig – self-employed accountant and model train enthusiast 

Kerr, Roma – runs ladies’ fashion shop 

Littlemore, Amy and Malcolm – run the village craft shop 

Pryor, Dimity – spinster who helps out at the charity shop 

Rainbird, Charles – antiques dealer 

Raynor, Monica and Quentin – estate agents 

Sinden, Elizabeth – reformed good-time girl 

Warlock, Vernon – runs the local bookshop 

Welland, Mike – landlord of the Ox and Plough 






Workmen at the chapel site 

Hillman, Dave 

Stillman, Bob ‘Sparks’ 

Warwick, Steve 






From the College 

Burrows, Daniel – student 

Gray, Jocasta – tutor 

Harrison, Amelia – student 

Huntley, Jamie – student 

Knightly, Antonia – student 

Martin, Elspeth – student 

Trussler, Aaron – student 






Officials  

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer 

Detective Sergeant Davey Carmichael 

Detective Constable Chris Roberts 

Sergeant Bob Bryant 

Superintendent ‘Jelly’ Chivers 

Dr Philip Christmas

Previously in the Falconer Files ... 






This is the seventh big case that Detective Inspector Harry Falconer and Detective Sergeant ‘Davey’ Carmichael have worked on together. When they were first made partners, in July 2009, they were a decidedly odd couple, but each had something to teach the other, and during these months, Falconer has become a little less obsessive about his appearance, and Carmichael has found a voice of wisdom that he never knew he possessed. 

Harry Falconer is about five feet ten inches tall, with a slightly olive cast to his skin, and brown eyes. His hair is short and straight, very dark brown, and worn en brosse. He is of medium build, and tries to eat healthily to preserve his still-trim waistline. 

He previously lived alone with his seal-point Siamese cat, Mycroft, after leaving the army at the rank of major. Since working with Carmichael, he has acquired three more cats directly from the cases they have worked on together: Ruby, a red-point Siamese, Tar Baby, a longhaired black cat, and Perfect Cadence, a silver-spotted Bengal. His parents are both barristers. 

‘Davey’ Carmichael is six feet five-and-a-half inches tall in his enormous cotton socks, and takes size fifteen shoes. He is not just tall, but broad as well. He has a shock of fairish hair which grows in any direction it feels like, and his eyes are blue. Carmichael can eat an awful lot of anything he fancies without gaining an ounce. 

Carmichael’s real forenames are Ralph Orsino, and he has, very sensibly, in Falconer’s opinion, chosen to be known as Davey. He has numerous brothers and sisters and, when they were first put together as partners, he lived with his parents and other family members in a council house in Market Darley in a ramshackle extension at the back of the house, which Falconer mentally dubbed ‘Carmichael Towers’, but never dared verbalise this nickname. 

When first partnered with DI Falconer, he was a humble uniformed PC but, during their time together, he has managed to pass his sergeant’s exams, and been moved to the plainclothes side of policing. 

On their first case together, he met the woman who would become his wife, Kerry Long, who had two sons, Dean and Kyle, from a previous marriage. They married on New Year’s Eve, 2009, in a pantomime-themed ceremony, at the Register Office in Market Darley, and now live in Castle Farthing, with two dogs, a Chihuahua and a Yorkshire terrier, known, unbelievably, as Fang and Mr Knuckles, which they acquired on January 9th, 2010. 

At the end of their sixth big case, Music to Die For, Carmichael found out that his wife, Kerry, was expecting his first child


Prologue 






Steynham St Michael was much as it had been when it had been touched by murder in the recent past. Its High Street still boasted a double row of individually-owned and styled shops, and had retained the services of a dentist, doctor, bank, and estate agency. 

The agricultural land surrounding it had remained undisturbed by the incursion of modern housing, or retail and industrial sites, due mainly to the fact that England, both urban and rural, was in a state of financial depression. New building was a thing of the past, no longer to be feared by village dwellers, who live where they did, simply because their community is not hemmed-in with executive four- and five-bedroomed houses, factories and vast out-of-town shopping ‘opportunities’. 

The only disturbances to the surrounding fields were the occasional crop circles, just before harvest, but the locals knew who was responsible for those, and were neither nonplussed nor worried by these apparitions.  

That death had visited the village of Steynham St Michael in its most brutal form, was also absorbed and taken in their stride by those who lived there. The village had been in existence for hundreds of years, and a little thing like a death or two would not change its ways, nor mar its evolution. 

That it was due for another disturbance of a similar sort was known by none of its inhabitants as our story opens ... 






Chapter One 






Friday 29th October 






Detective Inspector Harry Falconer stood staring at the graffito on the internal wall of the Strict and Particular Chapel in Steynham St Michael, his lips moving silently as he read what had been daubed on the wall in red paint. 

‘Are we going to need a classicist, sir?’ asked Detective Sergeant Davey Carmichael, utterly defeated by the strangeness of the letters used for the message, whatever that message may prove to be. It might as well have been written in Egyptian hieroglyphs, as far as he was concerned, for it didn’t mean a thing to him. 

‘No need, Carmichael. This is Modern Greek and, if I’m not mistaken, it’s an adaptation of the words of a popular song.’ Here, he paused, and sang in a surprisingly tuneful light tenor voice, ‘Ee ekklisia echei tee thikee tees istoria, Kapya teen egrapse ston teecho me aimata.’ 

‘But what does it mean, sir?’ Carmichael asked, not one jot wiser.  

‘The original goes roughly, “The road has its own story. Someone has written it in paint on the wall.”’ ‘And?’ Carmichael still knew no more. 

‘This has been adapted to give the message, “The church has its own story. Someone (female this time) has painted it in blood (plural) on the wall.”’ 


‘OK, I give up. What’s it supposed to tell us?’ 


‘That there’s going to be trouble, Carmichael: trouble with a capital ‘T’. We knew there had been some shenanigans up here, at least since the builders moved in to renovate the chapel, because the site manager has been in touch to complain of trespassers on the site and, can you believe it, small bunches of flowers left in various parts of the building.’ 

The chapel had long fallen into disuse, and Carmichael had visited it when they were in the village on another case.​[1] The Strict and Particular Chapel had once housed the members of a splinter group who believed in punishment for the wicked, had the strictest of moral beliefs, and led exemplary lives, with the exception of the punishment they meted out on their own when they strayed from the path of righteousness. 

Until recently, there had been a large wooden cross housed in the chapel, which its adherents had dragged out every Good Friday, taking it in turns to haul through the streets of the village, to emphasise that this was the day that Christ was crucified. 

This cross, now an interesting artefact in itself, had been removed with the permission of those whose families had been members of the congregation to a more secure housing in St Cuthbert’s (Church of England) Parish Church, in Castle Farthing, there being no Strict and Particular chapels still open and holding services. 

The chapel was being renovated by funds collected by descendants of its original attendees, with a view to either re-opening, or using it as an historical exhibit of times gone by, and it was thought that the cross may be damaged, or even stolen, during said renovations. It would be restored to its rightful home when the work was finished and its future had been decided upon. 

This latest act of intrusion, including vandalism this time, had been reported by the site manager first thing this morning, and Falconer and Carmichael had attended the scene, out of genuine interest rather than on their instincts as policemen. Neither of them had been inside the chapel before, and both of them were ‘gagging’ to have a look and imagine what it must have felt like to be a member of such a tiny sect (or denomination, however you liked to refer to its members). 

Falconer took a few photographs with his phone, and summoned a small SOCO team to the site, in the hope that whoever had done this would have left some trace of themselves, or themself, behind. As was drummed into all police officers now, a miscreant not only takes something away from the locus of a crime, be it fibres on their clothing, or something accidentally acquired on the soles of the shoes, but also leaves something behind. It may be a careless fingerprint, a drop or smear of blood, or it may just be fibres from clothing, but modern forensic methods had become so much more sophisticated than they were even twenty years ago, that a thorough search of any locus was a must these days. 

Even in its nearly-restored state, they could imagine how bleak the chapel must have been in its heyday. The walls were of whitewashed stone, the pews as unforgiving as the God of those who had sat in them, and the floor flag-stoned. The altar was a simple stone table with a wooden cross placed in its centre. It was so nearly finished that the desecration of it seemed much worse than it would have done if it had been committed earlier in the restoration. 

After a couple of minutes of absorbing the atmosphere, both detectives shivered, almost simultaneously, and headed outside for some fresh air. 

The weeds and long grass had been removed from the small graveyard, and some small effort had been made by locals to restore and make readable again the headstones, now all upright, rather than at the sagging angles that they had previously presented to the eye, like a set of teeth badly in need of orthodontic attention. 

Once outside, they realised how cold it was for this time of year and did up their coats, pulling up collars over their ears to shield them from the biting wind. As they did so, they noticed Dimity Pryor, an elderly spinster who worked part-time in the village’s charity shop, and Patience and Noah Buttery, all descended from fervent members of the chapel’s now-deceased congregation. 

Carmichael called out, ‘Hi!’ and loped over to meet them, while Falconer remained just outside the doors to pull on his gloves and get his scarf out of his pocket. He had not known it this cold at this time of the year since he was a child. There must be a severe winter on the way, if this was any indication of what was to come. 

He joined the little group just after they had exchanged greetings and pleasantries. ‘We noticed that the library was closed when we arrived,’ said Falconer, addressing his remark to Patience and Noah, who had been librarians there when he had last visited the village. 

‘It went a few months ago,’ explained Patience, letting her gaze fall to the ground as she remembered the event with sadness. 

‘We’d worked there together for a long time, and it was difficult to take in that it really wouldn’t be opening its doors again,’ added Noah. 

‘So what do you two do now?’ Falconer asked, and immediately could have bitten his tongue off. What if they were existing on unemployment benefits, and living hand-to-mouth? 

‘We’re on the wagon,’ declared Patience, and gave him a little smile. 

‘Shouldn’t that be the neighbours across the road?’ asked Carmichael, remembering the trouble they had had before with the heavy-drinking Littlemores, Amy and Malcolm, who rather lackadaisically ran the craft shop in the High Street when sober enough so to do. 

‘Don’t be silly! And ‘that’ll be the day’ with those two. No, we’re both working on the mobile library. A couple of people on the rota took early retirement during the cut-backs, and we were slotted in to take their places,’ explained Noah. 

‘It’s proved to be a great move for us.’ Patience took over the story. ‘Not only do we work less hours, but we meet so many people, going round all the villages and hamlets, it’s like having a vast circle of new friends.’ 

‘Usually, only people from Steynham St Michael came into the library here, with a few from other villages sometimes making the effort, but with the mobile, everyone’s really pleased to see us, and it’s like one long house party for us,’ concluded Noah. 

‘And what about you, Dimity?’ asked Falconer. ‘Still working part-time at the charity shop?’ 

Dimity smiled at both detectives, and explained, ‘Oh, no. I’m manager these days. The woman who used to run it decided she’d had enough, so they asked me to take over, and it was a good thing, because it filled in some of the time I would have expected to spend with Hermione. She left such a hole in my life.  

‘And are Mr Rainbird and Mr Warlock still in their old establishments?’ 

‘Of course! How else would they occupy their time, except to bicker with each other?’ she replied with a grin. 

Charles Rainbird ran the antiques shop in the High Street, and Vernon Warlock the book and gift shop at the eastern extremity of the same street. Falconer and Carmichael had come to know them quite well, on a previous case they had investigated there. 

‘Would you like to come back to Spinning Wheel Cottage for a hot drink?’ asked Dimity, always anxious about the welfare of others. 

‘That would be delightful,’ agreed Falconer, ‘but we’ll join you in a few minutes, if that’s all right. I just want a quick word with the site manager here, then we’ll collect the car and be with you as soon as we can.’ 

Their chat with Dave Hillman, the site manager, didn’t take long, and the time that had elapsed during their conversation with old acquaintances had been enough to allow the tiny SOCO team which had been assigned to this vandalism to arrive, so Falconer was happy that he was leaving the locus in safe hands. 






It was cosy inside Spinning Wheel Cottage, and Dimity had already brewed both a pot of tea and a pot of coffee by the time they arrived, for Noah and Patience had also been included in the invitation even though they only lived next door in Pear Tree Cottage. Both homes were situated on the Market Darley Road, just down Tuppenny Lane, and a left turn from the chapel.  

Although the sitting room of Dimity’s home wasn’t tiny, the presence of Carmichael in it made it look more like a room in a playhouse, so tall was he, and with a build to match. He had had to duck his head to go through the front door, and then again to enter the sitting room from the minute hall.  

A path was immediately cleared so that they could warm their hands by the blazing log fire, and Patience went into the dining room to fetch a couple of extra chairs so that they could all sit down. 

After Dimity had served them with the hot drink of their choice, goggling at the amount of sugar that Carmichael spooned into his cup, and handed round a plate of home-made biscuits, returned empty to her, in the hopes, of at least Carmichael, of a refill, she took her own cup and looked round at them all, sitting there enjoying the warmth of her home and her refreshments. 

‘Such a nice reunion,’ she commented, then added, ‘but also, so sad, that Hermione will never be able to join us again.’ Hermione Grayling, a local author and longtime friend of not only Dimity, but of Charles Rainbird and Vernon Warlock as well, had been murdered back in January last, and Dimity still missed her regular company and their conversations about their shared history immensely. 

The sergeant was squeezed into what had appeared to be a rather roomy Windsor chair, before he had decided to sit in it. Now he looked like an adult squeezed into a similarly styled chair but made for the proportions of a child. He had decided that now was the time for him to make a contribution to the general conversation. 

‘Anggy goffup?’ asked Carmichael, through a mouthful of oat- and chocolate-chip biscuit crumbs. This alien-sounding language was easily deciphered by those present as, ‘Any gossip?’, and Falconer suppressed a wince at his partner’s intrusive question, then was surprised by the eagerness with which the others gave their answers. 

‘The Littlemores are still on the sauce, but I believe I mentioned that up at the chapel,’ was Noah’s contribution to the subject. 

‘And Elizabeth Sinden – you remember Buffy? –  she’s walking out with Craig Crawford,’ added Patience. 

‘They’re doing a real old-fashioned job of it, too,’ interjected Dimity. ‘They go out on proper dates, and hold hands like teenagers in the street. It lifts the heart to see two people getting on so well together, without throwing themselves into bed in the first five minutes of their relationship.’  

Falconer was pleased to hear this, as he had considered Buffy Sinden a lovely person under all the heavy make-up and unsuitable clothes. She had determined, when he had last seen her, to turn over a new leaf, and it sounded like she was doing exactly what she had planned to do. 

‘Not much else is going on, though,’ said Patience. ‘Nothing much ever happens in Steynham St Michael.’ 

‘Apart from our little contretemps at the beginning of the year, that is,’ concluded Noah, then blushing as he saw Dimity’s grimace, at having the subject raised again. ‘Sorry, Dimity,’ he apologised. ‘Me and my big mouth!’  

Abruptly pulling herself together, Dimity asked the two detectives, ‘And what, may I ask, brings you back to these parts again? I assume it’s something to do with the chapel? I was on my way there to see how they were getting on when we bumped into you.’ 

‘It is indeed, Miss Pryor. There have been reports recently about someone trespassing on the site – leaving bunches of flowers, that sort of thing. The latest, however, is a case of vandalism. Some writing has been applied to one of the newly painted walls ... ’ 

He was interrupted at this point by sharp intakes of breath from Noah, Patience, and Dimity, and they all looked shocked. ‘Whoever could have done that? What does it say?’ asked Dimity, her eyes wide with shock. ‘It’s had so much work done on it; I don’t see how anyone could have the heart to spoil it.’ 

‘The writing, which incidentally was done in red paint, to simulate blood, I think, is in Greek – Modern, not New Testament or Classical. It says, and I quote,’ he said, getting out his own notebook, ‘“The church has its own story. Someone has written it on the wall in blood.” From the grammar used, it would indicate that the writer is a woman, and the word for blood is written in the plural,’ he informed them. 

‘It’s that bunch of crazies from the college,’ Patience stated, with certainty in her voice. 

‘What bunch of crazies? What college? How do you know this?’ Falconer’s questions came along this time like London buses, in a trio. 

‘We’ve heard it from various people as we’ve gone round in the library van,’ Noah informed them. ‘Apparently they’re from the Market Darley College of Further and Higher Education – that dump that’s trying to get university status. They might as well confer that status on the baboon house at the zoo, for all it means these days.’ 

‘Now, now, Noah, don’t get on your high horse,’ Patience admonished him, then, turning back to Falconer, and trying to look in two directions at once, to include Carmichael, informed them, ‘There’s a bunch of kids at the college who have decided that the old ways are best, then mixed those up with a load of mumbo jumbo and formed themselves a little cult. There’re not a lot of them at the moment, but the numbers are likely to grow, knowing how gullible young people are these days.’ ‘I bet it’s them,’ growled Noah, darkly. 

‘Do you have any idea who might be involved in this ‘cult’?’ asked Falconer. 

‘Sorry, no.’ It was Patience who answered, and Noah and Dimity both shook their heads, while Carmichael scribbled a quick note in his pad to record the information. 

‘Well, thank you very much for the tea and coffee, and the biscuits: but thank you, most of all, for the lovely warm-up in front of your fire. We really needed that, after standing in that draughty old chapel,’ Falconer said, rising from his seat, and indicating to Carmichael, with a look, that they’d better be leaving and get back to the station. 

‘Lovely to see you all again,’ added Carmichael, his voice becoming slightly indistinct again, as he crammed a final biscuit into his mouth. 








Chapter Two 






Friday 29th October – later 






Back at the station, Bob Bryant, the desk sergeant, indicated that he’d like a word with them, before they went up to their office, and they changed direction away from the staircase in answer to his hissed summons. 

‘What’s up?’ asked Falconer, hoping there wasn’t another murder for them. It was ‘brass monkeys’ outside, and, yes, he did know the origin of the expression. 

‘You’ve got a new one, upstairs.’ he whispered, his head bowed down towards the desk top in conspiracy. 

Catching his drift, Falconer lowered his own head, and put it close to Bob’s. ‘A new what? Is it something exciting?’ he hissed, the sibilants echoing round the cavernous entrance like a nest of snakes. 

‘A new DC. He’s been seconded from Manchester, apparently,’ Bob hissed back. 

‘Why?’ asked Carmichael, in a normal speaking voice, and the other two men jumped, with the difference in volume.  

‘It’s compassionate,’ the desk sergeant explained, his voice returned, now, to a normal volume. ‘His mother lives in Market Darley, and she’s just had a stroke: needs some help for a while. Rather than take unpaid leave, he requested to be stationed here for a few weeks, so that he can give her a hand with getting used to life with less mobility.  

‘Don’t worry,’ he added, catching the look on  Falconer’s face, ‘Social Services are involved too, and they’ll be installing equipment and stuff to make life easier for her. This lad’s just here to help her get used to it. He’ll soon be out of your hair.’ 

‘And where is he, at the moment?’ asked the inspector, a suspicious look on his face at the thought of this stranger going through the papers on their desks and in their drawers. 

‘I’ve put him in the canteen, and settled him with a cup of coffee, a doughnut, and a newspaper. Don’t worry; he’s only been there about half an hour.’ 

‘I’m not worried, Bob. I’m merely concerned about the confidentiality of the papers left out on view when we were called out like that.’ 






When they reached it, they found the canteen deserted, the only figure in it with his face shrouded by an open newspaper, and an empty plate and mug on the table in front of him. 

Approaching the table where the anonymous figure sat, Falconer called out, ‘Hello; I’m DI Falconer, and this is DS Carmichael. Welcome to Market Darley.’ 

The figure still sat, immobile and silent, and it was only when Falconer looked round the paper barrier, that he discovered that their new DC, whoever he was, was fast asleep. Had it been Carmichael, he would have given a yell to wake him up, but as he didn’t know this man from Adam, he shook him gently by the shoulder, until he showed signs of joining the waking world. 

When the man appeared to have shaken the sleep out of his head, Falconer repeated the introductions he had made just a few moments ago, and held out his hand. It was taken in a half-hearted shake, and as the man shook Carmichael’s hand, the inspector surveyed what had been foisted upon him for the foreseeable future. 

The DC seemed to be about medium height – perhaps he wouldn’t get so many cricks in his neck, as he did when working with the mighty Carmichael – with short, slightly curly hair in a shade of mid-brown, blue eyes, and the beginnings of a beard. The facial hair was just too long to be designer stubble, and just too short to be a proper beard. He seemed to be reasonably well-muscled, and his skin had a slight tan, as if he had not long returned from holiday somewhere hot. 

‘I’m Chris Roberts,’ he informed them, standing up in the presence of superior officers, although this seemed to be an awful struggle for him. 

‘You haven’t come all the way from Manchester this morning, have you?’ Falconer asked sympathetically. 

‘No, I came down last night, actually,’ he replied, covering his mouth with a hand as he yawned enormously. 

‘In digs? Not sleep well?’ Falconer was still giving him the benefit of the doubt. 

‘No, I slept like a log, and I’m back at my mother’s, so I’ve just moved back in to my old room,’ he informed them, his eyelids drooping. 

We’ve got a right one here, thought Falconer, and then had what he thought was a brainwave. ‘How old are you, Roberts?’ he asked. 

‘Thirty-four,’ DC Roberts replied, innocently. 

‘Ever been a student?’ the inspector asked him. 

‘Oh, yeah. I was a student for far longer than I should have been. Just didn’t know what to do with my life. When I couldn’t sit around taking up space in education any longer, I decided to join the force. That was about two years ago.’ He was waking up now. 

‘Let’s go to the office, DC Roberts,’ suggested Falconer, the spider inviting the fly to his web for a little chin-wag. ‘I’ve got a proposition to put to you. Have you ever been undercover before?’ 

Carmichael wasn’t born yesterday, and he smiled as they walked along the corridor to the office. He’d twigged what Falconer was up to, and he thoroughly approved of the idea. That should not only get them quick results, but keep him out of their hair at the same time. 






‘Can I impersonate a student?’ asked Roberts, in disbelief. ‘I’m a student through and through. I could pass for a student in my sleep, standing on my head, or with one hand tied behind my back. Of course I can impersonate a student, even if it is a mature one now.’ 

This was the most animation the DC had shown since they had introduced themselves, and Falconer was pleased that his little idea was being so warmly received. 

‘What exactly am I going to be looking for? Drugs, is it? It usually is, with students – not that I’ve ever tried them myself, of course.’ 

‘No, nothing like that. I need you to ferret out a cult.’ 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘A cult. C-u-l-t.’ 

‘Sorry, I must have misheard you.’ 

‘Don’t apologise.’ 

‘Do we have any of the names of the cult members?’ ‘No,’ stated Falconer, baldly. 

‘A name for the cult?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘So, how am I supposed to find them?’ asked Roberts, a bit bewildered. 

Falconer finished playing with the DC and explained about the trespass and damage at the chapel and what the Butterys had told him about people from the college. ‘I suggest that you start with religious groups within the college. You know, the sort of thing that might be on a student noticeboard, looking to recruit new members.’ 

‘And what, exactly, am I supposed to be studying?’ 

Pulling a couple of likely subjects out of the air, Falconer suggested that he try Comparative Religion and Philosophy. ‘I’ll get a brochure, to see that both courses are available and have places on them, but I want you in deep cover. I don’t want any members of staff to know about you either. You’ve only missed the first term, so you should be able to catch up quickly enough.’ Then he added somewhat maliciously, ‘With all that experience you’ve already had at college.’ 

‘Thanks, guv,’ replied Roberts, looking rather crestfallen. 

‘And don’t call me “guv”. ‘Sir’ will do nicely, if you don’t mind. I’ll get in touch with the college, pretend to be your father, and get you enrolled, if you’ll be so kind as to give me your local address, and if you don’t hear from me in the meantime, get yourself off to the place, first thing in the morning. Scrub that! I want you in my office at sparrow-fart, so that I can give you some notes – which I shall prepare tonight – describing your background, and your religious upbringing, so that you’ll have some idea of the character you’re going to be playing, OK?  

‘I want regular updates from you, so no swanning off home when the lectures finish. I shall expect you here every day to tell me what you’ve learned, and if anything unexpected happens, get in touch straight away. Here’s my card with my office and mobile number on it. I’ll write my home number on the back of it, so there are no excuses for not ringing.’ 

‘What shall I do for the rest of the day, guv – sorry –  sir?’ asked Roberts, not quite sure how he felt about his new role. 

‘Look on the internet, and see if you can find any information posted there on the Strict and Particular followers – anything that might give you a clue as to who you are passing yourself off as. Now, off with you. I don’t want to see you again until tomorrow morning – early, mind!’ 

When he’d gone, Falconer found Carmichael sniggering to himself. ‘And don’t you go feeling all superior, either, Sergeant. If he hadn’t arrived, that would have been you going back to school.’ 

‘Sorry, sir, but he did look rather as if his get-up-and -go had got up and gone, didn’t he?’ 

‘I couldn’t agree more. Now tell me, how is Kerry getting on? Have they sorted out her due date, yet? I know there was some difficulty in working out exactly when you should expect the new member of your family to arrive,’ enquired Falconer, back to their usual, easygoing relationship, now that there wasn’t a new third member of the gang eavesdropping on them.  

‘They now reckon it should be about the fourth of January, sir!’ answered Carmichael, his face alight at the mention of his wife Kerry’s pregnancy. 

‘It might even be a slightly early anniversary present for you, then,’ commented Falconer, as Carmichael and Kerry’s first wedding anniversary fell on New Year’s Eve. 

If it were possible, Carmichael’s face shone even more with happiness. ‘Wouldn’t that be grand, sir?’ 

‘Only if you stick to soft drinks, and don’t expect to be able to summon a taxi,’ was Falconer’s answer. 

‘I won’t touch a drop, sir, but they do say that first babies are always late.’ 

‘This may be your first child, Carmichael, but it’s Kerry’s third, don’t forget.’ 

‘God, how stupid of me! I just didn’t think! Thanks for the tip, sir,’ Carmichael answered, the first signs of puzzlement that had crossed his face dissolving, as he beamed with the thought of meeting his child a few days earlier than he had anticipated. 

‘Do you know what sex it is yet?’ Falconer was curious, and wondered what a little girl would look like if she took after Carmichael. 

‘No idea, sir. We said we didn’t want to know. That way it would be a surprise for us, and for the boys.’ 

‘Best way, in my opinion,’ said Falconer, closing the subject for now. 








Chapter Three 






Saturday 30th October 






Falconer had contacted the college the previous afternoon after he had dismissed Roberts and was in the office at a quarter-past eight, waiting for him to arrive for his briefing. The inspector had spent some time at home the evening before, preparing notes of all that he had learnt about the denomination, and had also consulted the internet to make sure that Roberts had done his homework.  

He didn’t want the DC to get into hot water because of lack of preparation, and have his cover blown. There was no telling what he may unearth at the college; things that may be totally unconnected with the graffito and the sect may come to his ears, and may prove very interesting indeed. 

When Roberts finally made an appearance at half-past nine, pleading an out-of-order alarm clock, Falconer had been drumming his fingers on the desktop for the last half an hour. When he had said ‘early’, he hadn’t meant a quarter to tea-break. 

‘What time do you call this, Roberts?’ he asked in a sarcastic tone, looking pointedly at his watch. 

‘Half-past nine, guv,’ replied Roberts, totally unconcerned, and not having the sensitivity to catch the atmosphere. Carmichael was sitting at his desk, his body twisted round to watch the confrontation. 

‘I told you to come in early, and early is what I meant. I’ve been sitting here for an hour and a half, and I didn’t expect to wait very long for you to appear. A broken alarm clock is one of the lamest excuses I have ever heard since alarms could be set on mobile phones, and don’t you dare call me ‘guv’! I’ve told you not to before, and I don’t expect you to forget. You’re a policeman, dammit! You’re supposed to have a good memory: it’s part and parcel of the job.’ 

Carmichael ducked his head as if avoiding a missile while Falconer delivered this little speech, then turned silently back to his work, glad he was not the one on the receiving end of it. Roberts merely looked astonished at being upbraided so. 

‘This is only a case of vandalism – sir,’ he pointed out, in calm and reasonable tones. ‘It’s hardly murder: just some kids with a pot of paint and a knowledge of Greek. It’s no worse than spraying ‘Up the Arsenal’ or ‘Man United for the Cup’ on a wall.’ 

This attitude, of course, got right up Falconer’s nose. He liked to run a tight ship, and he didn’t appreciate this sloppy attitude, either to the act of vandalism itself or to good time-keeping. ‘I think you’ll find it’s my job to decide what’s important and what’s not. That’s why I’m the inspector and you’re the constable.  

‘If I say a thing needs further investigation, and consider that it might lead to something more serious, then what I say goes. I also dictate whether or not I want you in my office early. I have signed you on for a course in comparative religion at the college, posing as your father, and I shall expect you to visit the college this weekend, and start attending the course, first thing on Monday morning. Do I make myself clear to you?’ 

‘Yes, guv – sorry, sir,’ replied Roberts, surprised and nonplussed by, in his opinion, his superior’s nit-picking attitude. Why waste police time on an act of petty defacement? ‘You couldn’t get me on the philosophy course, then?’ 

‘It was full, but then, that’s life,’ the inspector replied, not realising how neatly he had summed up the subject, in his reply. ‘And what’s more,’ he added, ‘the act of vandalism in the chapel might not mean much to one of you big city policemen, but I know how much hard work has gone into collecting the funds to carry out the work on the chapel, and how much energy has been expended on the work, by those locals who can be of use in its refurbishment. 

‘It might just be an unimportant little building to you, with your miles and miles of concrete in Manchester, but in the villages around here, small things are important. We may not have many big-time villains in the villages, but we look after our own here, and investigate anything we think is of importance to the residents, no matter how petty you may consider the matter to be.’ 

‘Yes, sir,’ agreed Roberts, getting the hang of it now. 

‘So, what did you glean from the internet yesterday?’ asked Falconer, calming down a little. 

‘Er, I didn’t actually have the time to check out anything. My mother needed some heavy housework doing, and I had my room to get in order, and my clothes to iron. As today was Saturday, I didn’t think there’d be any real hurry.’ 

‘Oh, you didn’t, did you? Did it not occur to you that the college has events and some classes at the weekends? Did you think it would be locked up and empty? Well, let me assure you that that is not the case. I wanted you prepared to go in today to start putting yourself about as a new student, and now you tell me you did absolutely no research yesterday, despite what I asked you to do?’ 

‘Sorry, sir,’ replied Roberts, realising that this time spent on secondment wasn’t going to be the piece of cake he had surmised it to be. There was always something big going down where he usually worked, and he’d seen a secondment to a rural station almost as a holiday where nothing much would happen, and he could spend his time on a little light office work and skiving off whenever the opportunity presented itself. 

It would seem that he had had completely the wrong idea of this little sojourn, and he would be kept busy by this detail-crazy inspector, who was willing to weave an investigation out of virtually nothing at the slightest provocation. ‘What shall I do then, sir?’ he asked, uncertain of his next move. 

‘You will take this print-out of all the notes I made and the information I gathered last night; at home; in my own time; for free, and you will study them, until you feel capable of starting your job as an undercover officer. Do you understand?’ 

‘Yes, sir. Shall I work in the main office?’ 

‘Yes. Find yourself a free desk, and go through what I’ve prepared for you, then come and see me again so that I can check out how much of the information you’ve retained.’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ Robert was now feeling very subdued. Falconer had pricked his pretty balloon, and he was feeling not only rebuked but caught out as well. He wasn’t a great fan of hard work, and he’d been rumbled, here, in this little station, within twenty-four hours of his arrival. Maybe there was something to be said for the anonymity of a busy urban station after all. 

When he had made his humiliated exit, Carmichael twisted his body round from his desk again, and commented, ‘Cor, sir! You gave him a real scorcher!’ 

‘He deserved it, Carmichael,’ replied Falconer, full of self-righteousness after this encounter. 

‘And you sure delivered it, sir. I’m glad that wasn’t me on the receiving end of it.’ 

‘It could never have been you, Sergeant. One thing you have never been is lazy. Or work-shy,’ the inspector added. Outrageously dressed, behaving in a thoroughly child-like manner, having the appetite of a gannet – all those things, he could accuse Carmichael of being, but lazy or work-shy – never. He was a hard-working young man, surprisingly old-fashioned in his attitudes to life, and exceedingly well-mannered. Carmichael always pulled his weight, and that was no light-weight matter, either, thought Falconer, realising how much he had got to know his partner since they had begun working together in the summer of the previous year. 






After lunch, Roberts knocked on Falconer’s door and said he felt ready to go to the college. Falconer bade him enter and sit down, then said, ‘Right, DC Roberts, I’m not going to throw a lot of questions at you. I want you to tell me, in your own words, what you know of the beliefs and practises of the members of the congregations of the Strict and Particular Chapels.’ 

This, in itself, stunned Roberts. He had facts and figures at his fingertips to answer any question that was thrown at him, but this was a different matter altogether. He was going to have to tell his new boss the story of this tiny denomination, and he simply wasn’t very good at telling stories. 

‘Uh, they were formed in the first half of the nineteenth century. Um, they were one hundred per cent strict on the Ten Commandments. Manners and morals were very important to them. And, um, they believed in the punishment of their own, for anything immoral or, ah, what they thought was bad, but not serious enough to involve the law. Er, they dressed very conservatively, and, um ... they didn’t like mixing with people from the other churches, because they ... they, uh, considered them impure.’ His face reddened, as he finished the end of his tale. 

‘Very good, Roberts. You don’t seem to have much trouble with your memory, as long as it just doesn’t evaporate as quickly as you assimilated it.’ Falconer was fair, and always gave praise where praise had been earned. 

‘Now, we have to discuss your appearance.’ 

‘My appearance – sir?’ The DC added this last, as he remembered how strict Falconer had appeared on the use of this mode of address. 

‘Well, your hair’s a bit long, so don’t have it cut; and your designer stubble’s a bit untidy too, so leave that as it is. It all adds to the verisimilitude of your appearance, but you have to dress like a student, too, albeit a mature one,’ the inspector explained, only to have an interruption to his train of thought, from Carmichael. 

‘I could tell him how to dress like one of them from up the college,’ the DS offered. 

‘That’s very kind of you, Carmichael, but I don’t think that DC Roberts needs any sartorial advice from you. I have my own ideas about how I would like him to present himself,’ Falconer answered with alacrity, remembering some of the outfits the sergeant had arrived in for work since he had left the uniformed branch and become anything but plainclothes division. 

‘Roberts, I don’t know what kit you’ve brought with you for this placement, but may I suggest jeans and trainers – not new ones – would be satisfactory, and if you have a T-shirt which is a bit anti-establishment or rebellious, that might cover the top half,’ suggested Falconer. 

‘Well, I’ve got an F.C.U.K. T-shirt,’ he offered, and when Carmichael suddenly exploded with, ‘That’s rude!’ explained hurriedly that the letters stood for ‘French Connection U.K.’, just in case the boss man thought he was deliberately being offensive. 

Carmichael looked scandalised, but Falconer took it in his stride, saying, ‘I do know what the letters stand for, and I think that would be perfect, considering that none of 

them at that college can spell.’  

But this wasn’t quite true. One of them could spell perfectly in Greek, a very difficult language in which to spell, as it had five letters or combinations of letters that made the sound ‘ee’, and two letters that were both pronounced ‘o’. To use them correctly showed a considerable mastery and understanding of the language.  

‘What about a coat, sir? It has turned very cold for the time of year?’ Roberts obviously felt the cold. ‘Would an old parka be OK?’ 

‘Provided it looks its age, it sounds perfect to me. Now, I suggest you get yourself off, familiarise yourself with the campus, and take a look at any student noticeboards you can find. Mooch around a bit, see if there are any students about, and see if you can locate anyone else who might be on the comparative religion course –  that sort of thing. Any questions?’ 

‘When and how do I report to you, er, sir?’ asked the DC. 

‘By e-mail, for the record, and by telephone if it’s anything urgent. It doesn’t matter too much about telephoning, as long as you’re not overheard by anyone 

who will blow your cover. Got it?’ 


‘Got it, sir.’ 


‘Off you go, then, Roberts, and no lolly-gagging at home. Get changed straightaway, and get yourself over to that campus. There shouldn’t be much doing tomorrow, though, with it being Sunday, so if you’re rostered for duty you might as well come into the station.’ ‘Yes, sir.’ 

‘Although, come to think of it, I’ve got tomorrow off. What about you, Carmichael?’ 

‘I’m off, too,’ said Carmichael, smiling at the thought of a day with his family. 

‘I believe I’m not actually scheduled to work, either,’ added Roberts. 

‘In that case, do what you can today – no skiving, mind and I’ll see you bright and early on Monday morning. 

‘Yes, sir.’ 

DC Roberts exited Falconer’s office, determined to do a good job. Something about the inspector had inspired him, and he would act on this inspiration to be a more dedicated officer. Goodness knows how long this would last, but he’d better take advantage of it while it did. 

When he’d gone, Falconer looked at Carmichael, to see him looking unusually morose. ‘You’re not jealous of the new boy, are you, Carmichael?’ he asked, with a smile. 

‘What, sir? No, sir. It’s not that. It’s something completely different that’s playing on my mind.’ 

‘Tell Uncle Harry then,’ ordered Falconer, unusually informal, for once. 

‘There’s this bloke, moved into Castle Farthing about six months or so ago – not very long after Kerry and I got married – and he’s been an absolute pain in the wotsit, to everyone. Oh, I don’t mean that he’s foul-mouthed, or violent, or anything like that, but he likes to pick on something a person might be sensitive about, and then, I suppose you might call it, teases them whenever he sees them. I don’t think he realises how much he’s upsetting people. He just looks on it as this great big joke.’ 

‘Like what?’ asked Falconer. 

‘Well, do you remember the Brigadier?’ 

‘How could I forget him? That was on our first case together,’ Falconer replied, smiling at the memory of the bluff military man. 

‘Every time he sees him he stands to attention and hums the theme tune from Dad’s Army. Whenever he goes into the general store – that’s called ‘Allsorts’, if you remember – he asks whoever’s on the till where they’ve hidden all the liquorice. When he goes into the pub – that’s The Fisherman’s Flies, sir – he calls out, asking if the fisherman’s flies are open or not. That’s the sort of thing he does, and he tries to take over anything that’s being organised. 

‘He was a right pain in the arse over the Harvest Festival, if you’ll pardon my French, and I thought the locum vicar was going to lump him one, not long before the day of the service. It’s that sort of thing. Nothing awful, individually, but put together, he’s a very unpopular man, although he seems to think he’s the life and soul of the village.’ 

‘This isn’t like you, Carmichael, to get all bent out of shape by something like this,’ Falconer commented. 

‘No, it’s not, sir, but he caught me on the raw, this morning.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘I took the little doggies out for their morning walk, and he was on his way to the shop. They were having a sniff around on the green, checking the tree trunks for other canine visitors. You know what dogs are like, sir? They do like to pick up their messages. 

‘Anyway, he was just about to pass by, when he stopped dead and burst out laughing. I looked up to see what he was laughing about, and he was staring at me and the two pups – well, I suppose they’re not pups any more, really – so I asked him what he was laughing at. 

‘He only went and said he was laughing at me. Young Longshanks, he called me! And he said that the dogs looked like a couple of cotton wool balls on strings. ‘There goes Young Longshanks and his two fluff-balls on a string,’ was what he actually said, and then he added that he always had a good laugh when he saw me taking them out.’ 

‘And that’s all?’ Falconer was amazed at how thin skinned Carmichael appeared to be over this matter. 

‘It’s not what he says, sir, it’s the way he says it. He’s got up just about everybody’s nose. Someone’s going to have to have a word with him, before too long. I don’t suppose you fancy ...?’ 

‘No, I don’t! Get your mother over, and get her to give him a good verbal mauling. That’ll shut him up for good.’ Falconer had met Mrs Carmichael senior at Carmichael and Kerry’s wedding, and he was terrified of her. 








For once, Roberts acted exactly according to his instructions and, by just after three o’clock, was passing through the large glass doors of the entrance to the Market Darley College of Further and Higher Education. 

Straight ahead of him, a corridor ran off into the distant indoor darkness, but either side of this corridor, on the wall facing him, were two enormous noticeboards covered with various notices and messages relating to different aspects of college life.  

One had a cluster of missives, both in print and handwritten, notifying anyone who cared to read the board of meetings of the Local History Society, and advertising for new members. Another part of the board – the main portion – concerned sporting events, both within the college itself and in the surrounding area. There were also reminders about practises for various sporting activities, and team lists for fixtures. 

The other board had a small section reserved for the philosophy students, which was only half full. Philosophy did not appear to be a publicised subject at this particular college, even though the course was full. The remainder of the board concerned social events for the students, and notices for the department of comparative religion. One caught his eye straight away.  

Leaning forward to read it, he saw that it was for the discussion group that applied itself to local religious beliefs, practices, and history, and appeared to be run by someone called Jocasta Gray, who had signed herself as Head of Comparative Religious Studies. That would certainly be worth a look, he thought, pulling out a piece of paper and a stub of pencil from the pocket of his thoroughly disreputable parka. 

The notice stated that there was to be a meeting on Monday evening, here at the college, and he made a mental note to attend. There might be some useful information to be gleaned from the students who attended, but he’d have to be subtle in his questioning. If anyone from the college had an interest in the Strict and Particular Chapel in Steynham St Michael, it was bound to be this group. 

From this starting point in the huge entrance space, he took himself off to the information desk, to see if there was anyone on duty who could be of use to him on this quiet day in the educational week. 

The desk was unattended, and a ‘closed’ sign sat prominently in the middle of it, but he espied a chubby girl with her lank hair in a plait quite close by, stuffing some leaflets into an information stand, and he wandered over to her to see if she could be of any help to him. 

She blushed an unbecoming shade of crimson when he greeted her, a look that definitely didn’t complement the broad band of acne sprinkled across her nose and cheeks. On her forehead, three or four large spots were vying for supremacy. 

‘I’m sorry to disturb your work,’ he apologised very prettily, ‘but I’m starting late on the comparative religion course on Monday, and wondered if you knew anything about it, or the other people on the course.’ 

At this point, the girl turned an even darker shade, approaching beetroot, this time, and answered, ‘Actually, I’m on the course, myself. I’m Elspeth Martin, by the way.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you, Elspeth Martin,’ Roberts said, holding out his hand to shake hers, then realising her age, remembered what an old-fogeyish thing this would be to do, as a student, and briefly retracted it, as she stared at it in incomprehension. 

‘I’m Chris Roberts. So, how are you finding the course?’ he asked, sounding like his late father, to his own ears. 

‘Oh, it’s marvellous!’ she gushed. ‘And the tutor’s absolutely fabulous.’ 

‘Would that be Jocasta Gray?’ he asked, remembering her name from the noticeboard. 

‘Yes,’ replied Elspeth, looking a bit heroine-struck. ‘She makes the course so interesting and absorbing.’ 

‘And she’s going to run this meeting on local religious beliefs and practices on Monday evening?’ he continued with his questioning. 

‘She is. The one’s we’ve had so far have been – well, just wonderful. So fascinating and, well, sometimes, unbelievable.’ 

‘That sounds great!’ he replied. ‘I think I’ll go to it, myself, if they’re that good.’ 

‘Oh, do come along,’ Elspeth encouraged him. ‘The more the merrier, as far as Jocasta’s concerned.’ 

‘It’s a date!’ he concluded, causing her to return to the beetroot shade that had just begun to fade from her features. Seeing her discomposure, he added, ‘Well, not a date, date. But I’ll see you there, I expect.’ 

‘Of course. Of course,’ the poor flustered girl replied, adding, ‘There is something ton ... ’ and then clammed up, like an oyster, clapping her hands to her mouth, as her eyes stared at him in horror. 

‘What was that?’ he asked. ‘I didn’t quite catch it.’ 

‘Nothing! Absolutely nothing!’ she declared in a small, fearful voice, and turned away from him to resume her work, re-stocking the college’s information stand. 

‘That was a bit odd,’ he thought, but then he put it to the back of his mind. She was evidently painfully shy, and socially immature, and it probably didn’t mean anything. 

As the place seemed more or less deserted, DC Roberts, aka Chris the student, decided to go home and resume his poking around on Monday. He’d already picked up some bits and pieces that could prove useful, and his former conscientiousness had faded rather.  

It was Saturday, and he felt like he deserved a night out on the town in Market Darley. His mother was managing quite well at the moment, with the help of equipment from the Social Services Department, and he should be able to arrange things in the house that would allow him to get a bit of R&R and not be at anybody’s beck and call. 

As he left the college campus, he was surprised to see an ice-cream van parked outside the gates, apparently doing a roaring trade, customers snaking back from it in a long queue, and not one of them a day under eighteen.  

How odd, for ice-cream to have that sort of appeal, when the outside temperature was as low as it was, and all of the van’s customers old enough to vote. Market Darley certainly lacked the sophistication of the streets of Manchester, in his opinion, and his lips moved in a small sneer of superiority. 






Chapter Four 






Sunday 31st October – Hallowe’en 






Market Darley and all its surrounding villages were bedecked with pumpkins carved into gruesome faces, just waiting to be lit that evening. All over the area, excited children were preparing for that exquisite experience of ‘Trick or Treat’, a reasonably recent import from the USA, but none the less popular for that. 

Falconer, due mostly to his experience in past years, but also because of his (infrequent) contact with Carmichael’s boys, for whom he had been asked to be a godfather sometime in the dim and distant future, kept little treats in the house in case trick-or-treaters came a calling, and had also gone to the trouble of carving out a pumpkin and placing it in his front window with a nightlight burning in it, to show that the little horrors were welcome to come to his door. 

This was his only contribution to what he thought of as a very American affair, but at least it stopped him from getting eggs thrown at his windows, his wheelie bin overturned, or worse. There had been none of this organised begging when he was a child, and he in the main disapproved of it, but knew that it was a case of ‘if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em’, so he had. 

In his opinion, children had more than their fair share of treats these days, and, as a policeman, he knew that there were some little ones whose parents didn’t give a fig, and would let their children go trotting off to ring and knock at the front doors of total strangers, putting themselves in God knew what danger. 

A uniformed member from the station usually went round the local primary schools, telling the children not to go out on this activity unless accompanied by a parent or other adult, but he didn’t know how much good this did. It was the parents who needed to be given a kick up the behind, because it would be these lackadaisical individuals who would be the first to complain and go to the press should something calamitous befall their child. 

Many parents today, sapped by working full-time as well as having a family to bring up, rarely knew where their children were, if they were out, what they were doing, and with whom. And it was these same parents who made the most fuss, if their little (or not so little) one got into trouble, and were brought home by the police after having committed an offence. It never crossed their minds that their children were their responsibility, be they home or out, and that their misdeeds were in no way the fault of the police. 

He planned to spend a quiet evening at home with his four cats, Mycroft, Ruby, Tar Baby, and Perfect Cadence, the latter now having learnt the nickname of ‘Meep’, because of the way she meowed. This sleek grey cat seemed to have some sort of feline speech impediment, and even hissed with a lisp, which always made him laugh, and her sulk at the indignity of being laughed at. 

Thus, he settled down in front of the fire – for it had turned very cold – with his book, cats draped over various parts of his chair, to await whatever callers the evening would bring him, a bowl of goodies and a bowl of fruit for the more discerning child sitting on his dining table, ready to be transported to the front door should the need arise. 






In Carmichael’s house, all was chaos. Carmichael had volunteered to carve the pumpkin, but there had been so much opposition to this that Kerry had eventually purchased one large and two smaller pumpkins, so that her husband and her two sons could have a pumpkin each to prepare for that evening’s festivities. 

She had made the costumes for their own outings long ago, so as not to be caught out when the date arrived. In fact, she vividly remembered Inspector Falconer calling to collect Davey one day when she had him standing on a chair, pinning the hem of his outfit when the doorbell had rung These seasonal disguises now hung, freshly pressed, on hangers on the outside of wardrobe doors. ‘Daddy Davey’, as Carmichael was addressed by his two stepsons, had helped them with the manufacture of their papier-mâché masks, and these, too, appended from the hangers upstairs in their bedroom. 

Kerry spent the afternoon collecting the discarded chunks from the inside of the pumpkins, fastidiously removing the seeds, and popping the chunks of vegetable into a huge saucepan to make soup for supper after they had been out in their costumes, and the delicious smell of pumpkin soup permeated the house for the rest of the day. 

Carmichael wandered in and out of the kitchen to see if she was tired, being on her feet for such a long job, and that everything was OK. She was heavily pregnant with Carmichael’s first child, her third, and the baby was due in just over two months’ time. He noticed with a growing sense of pride the size of her bulging belly, as it grew with the fruit of his loins inside her.  

He still found it difficult to believe that he was actually going to have a child of his own: a child he had made. Although he loved Kerry’s two sons dearly, and felt like they were his own, he had not been there when they had been born, nor heard them speak their first word, or take their first steps. At times, he found it almost impossible to believe how lucky he was. 

The dogs, Fang and Mr Knuckles, seemed to have caught the excitement in the atmosphere, for they capered around, chasing invisible insects and begging for pieces of pumpkin, which they sampled with an initial chew or two, before opening their mouths to let the raw vegetable fall to the floor in disapproval at the taste, and Carmichael was in his element, not only being a child again, but being grownup enough to warn the boys not to give any of the pieces of pumpkin from the floor to Mummy for the soup, as they might have doggie spit on them. 

At half-past six, when all three gruesome orange faces glowed from the front window ledge, the three men of the house disappeared upstairs to don their fancy-dress, and Kerry removed from their hiding place (in case the boys should have spotted them, and demand their share) the sweets and treats she had bought earlier in the week for visitors to their door tonight. Opening and discarding packets, she poured the whole mélange into a bowl, big enough for a cluster of little hands to delve to secure their treat. 

There was a lot of giggling and much laughter from upstairs as the three prepared themselves, and at just before seven o’clock they trooped downstairs for Kerry’s inspection. On seeing them, she clapped her hands with delight. Two young boys and a very large man had gone up the stairs. What had come down again, were a vampire, a ghost, and an extremely tall witch, hooked nose and warts visible on its face. 

As they neared the bottom of the staircase, the vampire (Dean) fingered his fangs, the ghost (Kyle) made whoo-ooing noises and waved its sheeted arms, and the witch cackled most convincingly as it reached for its twig broom at the foot of the stairs. 

‘Glory! You do look convincing!’ Kerry exclaimed, amazed at how good her handiwork looked in full light. She had done a good job with their outfits, and they should get some positive reactions from those they called upon. ‘We’re going to visit the houses from the Carsfold Road at the other end of the village, then work our way up to The Old Manor House to finish off with, then we’re coming home’, Carmichael informed her. ‘That should be plenty for tonight, and what have we got next week, boys?’ 

‘Guy Fawkes’ Night!’ the two boys shouted in unison. Carmichael was determined that they would celebrate this date with all the traditions of his own childhood. Of course, he and Kerry would take them to an organised display as well, but he wanted them to know the excitement of fireworks being let off in their own garden, and the smell of the gunpowder at close quarters – safely organised and conscientiously policed by Kerry and him. 

Three ghastly figures fled out into the night in Castle Farthing, and Kerry sat down and put her feet up, the soup now ready just to re-heat and serve, knowing that she had earned her period of rest, her bowl of treats at the ready for when children other than hers rang the doorbell. 






Chris Roberts had noticed that there was a fancy-dress party at one of the larger pubs in Market Darley that evening and had managed to put together quite a gruesome costume using a rubber mask he had managed to purchase in the town. With this, and a pair of jeans and a very old Tshirt, suitably stained with red paint, he looked like the victim of a vicious attack, with the face of a politician currently in high office. Little did he know that tonight, his appearance would turn out to be fiction mocking fact (but without the political theme). 

He was in blissful ignorance of this, however, as he set out, in high hopes of a good time, at half-past eight, with instructions for his mother not to wait up for him, as he didn’t know what time he’d be back. 

The pub was quite near the college, and had advertised low drinks prices on a board outside, probably intended to lure students inside to spend their unearned student loans. He set off in the certainty that some of the students from the college would be there – maybe even Elspeth Martin, who might be kind enough to introduce him to any friends on her course – their course, now. That really would give him a head start for tomorrow, although he must make sure he didn’t stay out too late, as his undercover work really commenced in the morning. 

Inspector Falconer ought to be proud of him, he thought, selflessly giving up his Sunday night to seek out others with whom he might be studying (and questioning) in the future. At this thought, he felt quite proud of himself, never for one moment considering that the real reason he was going was just to have a good time and a couple of drinks in convivial company. He looked much younger than his years, and would easily fit in with the student crowd. 






Chapter Five 






Monday, 1st November 






Carmichael arrived at the station just after Falconer the next morning, but didn’t go straight to his desk, merely dropping off his coat and disappearing immediately, saying he’d be back in a minute, for he had something to show the inspector. 

Falconer was puzzled, but dismissed it from his mind, as just another ‘Carmichaelism’. There had been reports of ‘Mr Spliffy’, the drug-peddling ice-cream man, seen out on the road again, and he needed to find out where the van operated from. In the past, tracing the vehicle license number had proved useless, as it seemed that the van had different number plates every time it went out. He needed that van followed to its den before he could do anything about making an arrest – feeling a collar, as it were. 

While he was sticking pins into a map of the town, which was affixed to the wall to mark sightings of the rogue van, there was a discreet knock at his door. ‘Come in,’ he








































































































Chapter Six 
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