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	Her message simply said:

	 

	We need to meet. 

	 

	Which was how I ended up in a cold, bleak wood in the middle of bloody nowhere, trusting my life to a stolen Land Rover, a cheap phone game, and the arrogance of witches. 

	My sister, Andromeda, sent the meeting point through one of our old tricks: three words hidden in the game, translated into coordinates by an app no witch with any self-respect would ever admit to using. That was the trouble with witches. They had too much faith in the majiks and not enough in ‘ugly little rectangles of glass’, as they called them. That was why Andromeda and I were still alive.

	A breath of wind moves somewhere high in the boughs above, the leaves whispering. I hate the countryside. The dark is too large out here. But where else can Andromeda and I meet? The cities are too dangerous for us now. Too many eyes. Too many spells watching the places witches used to feel safe. 

	Both sides want me and others like me. The Witchweavers. We can hide things. People. Places. Whole rooms, if given time and tea. But Witchweaving is a gift too powerful to fall into the wrong hands. 

	My phone buzzes. I glance at the screen and go cold.

	 

	It’s a trap! Get out now! They know where you—

	 

	I jump back into the Land Rover and gun the engine. Mud splattering as I reverse down the track and swing out onto the narrow country road. 

	I cast a See-all. The spell sputters into quick life. The night turns violet. For me, anyway. And there it is. A Bloodseeker crawling through the sky, dragging itself over the clouds with black, snake-like limbs. Searching. It won’t notice the Land Rover, but when it catches my scent, I’m finished. I need to hide. Now.

	A cottage sits back from the road behind a crooked For Sale sign. I slam the brakes, slide into the driveway, and floor the accelerator.

	I’m out of the Rover in seconds, wand raised. One swipe blasts the front doors open. The front rooms are empty. No furniture. No pictures. 

	No place to hide.

	I run through the cottage, flinging doors open until I find the study. Four walls of books. Filing cabinets. An old computer on a battered desk. Taped-up boxes stacked across the floor.

	Outside, the bloodseeker screams. It’s found me.

	I slam the study door and bind it with a flick of my wand. The first impact hits before the spell has even settled. Wood cracks. Majiks sputter around the hinges and drip onto the floor, fizzing.

	I centre myself.

	My wand moves, stitching light through the air. A concealment spell. New. Unfinished. And worst of all… Unpredictable. My spells can take months to weave. I have only seconds.

	Another impact. The binding buckles and the door splits.

	No time. I knit the threads together and ignite them with the blazing torch of my mind. The door blows inward, consuming me in blue and purple flame…
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	“MISS! I’m sorry to wake you, but it’s a note from the vicar! …Miss!”

	I open my eyes to find a flustered woman in a badly fitting bonnet staring down at me with grim, red-faced urgency. Who on earth is she, and what is she blathering on about? I’m dull-headed as if I’ve awoken on the wrong side of a bottle or two of shiraz, but instinctively know that isn’t the case. No matter, I fully expect things will come back to me soon. “A note from whom?” I mutter, my voice posh-sounding with a hint of an accent.

	“From the vicar!” the woman repeats, waving a square of folded paper covered in spidery writing at me like it is some kind of improvised fan.

	I sit up in a four-poster bed, surrounded by chintz, flowers, patchwork, and enough patterned fabric to smother a lesser woman. A fire roars in the grate while open windows let in a sharp morning draught. Whoever owns this room has strong opinions about fresh air, soft furnishings, and my personal discomfort.

	“You need warmin’ and airin’, miss,” the woman says in explanation, her voice a mix of hard-to-place, generic rustic tones. “A roarin’ fire to keep you warm, and fresh air to improve your humours. Somethin’ I swear by.”

	I eye the woman again, hoping for my recollection to return, but she’s a complete stranger to me. “Who… who are you?”

	“I’m Molly, miss, your new maid.” She performs a half-curtsy.

	I give her the once-over. Molly is a short, thickset woman of indeterminate age, dressed in an old-fashioned maid’s uniform. Russet-blonde curls escape from beneath her bonnet with no clear plan beyond panic. “Have we met?” I ask, already knowing I will hate the answer.

	“Yes, miss, the day you arrived.”

	I stare at her again. Nothing. This isn’t an early morning brain freeze, but something more serious. “Then, my dear, it appears we have somewhat of a situation.” My words are precise and well-formed, like I’m giving a lecture rather than having a conversation. And I sound so dreadfully condescending, even though that isn’t my intention.

	Molly doesn’t appear to notice or care. She’s far more fixated upon the note she’s holding. “That’s right, miss… The vicar’s comin’!”

	“The situation I’m referring to doesn’t actually involve the vicar. Not yet, at least. But it does very much involve the fact that I have no idea what this place is, who you are, and, most importantly, who I am. Unless my thumping headache has anything to do with it. Have I been in an accident?”

	She gives me a wide, inane smile. “You were taken all peculiar after your long trip from Africa, miss. You’ve been asleep for nearly two days! No wonder you’re all discombobulated.” 

	Africa? That explains the accent, perhaps. It does not explain why I have to be told about it by a woman with a red face and a bonnet.

	Molly waves the note insistently at me, and I feel obliged to take it off her.

	 

	Miss Emily Crookshanks

	Woodside Cottage

	 

	The penmanship is excellent and practised. Lots of cursive sweeps, loops and self-important twiddly bits. The name meant nothing. “And that’s me, is it… this Emily Crookshanks woman?”

	“Yes, of course, miss.”

	“And this reverend fellow?”

	“He’s comin’ here for tea,” Molly says, carefully pronouncing her aitches. “This morning!”

	“How do you know that? I haven’t opened the note yet?”

	Molly flushed. “It were young Billy, miss. It were him who delivered it. Does a lot of work for folk around the village. Mostly deliveries and whatnot. Said the reverend was plannin’ to visit you. And I’m sorry for speakin’ so plainly, miss, but you have to finally get out of that bed, get dressed, and come down to meet him.”

	“I don’t think I’m up to meeting more people. Not at the moment.”

	“But you can’t say no to a vicar…”

	“Write him a note back at once and apologise,” I bark, my voice ricocheting off the walls.

	“Me write a note, miss? Me? A maid? To the vicar! I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. That’d be such an insult, miss. The Rev’rend has it in for me as it is. And besides…” Molly’s voice dries.

	“What is it, Molly?”

	“You can’t say no to a man of God. You just can’t.” She crosses herself dramatically. “And Mrs Willoughby won’t be happy with me. Not at all. She’s a big lady with quite a lip on her. I sure don’t want to get on her wrong side.”

	“She sounds like an ogre.”

	“It’s not for the likes of me to say one way or t’other, especially as she does so much work for the church, havin’ taken over the duties of the vicar’s poor wife.”

	“What’s wrong with the wife?” I ask, a strange euphoria enveloping me. Asking questions is giving me quite the thrill.

	“Now you mention it, I’m not sure. She’s not well enough to help the vicar like a vicar’s wife ought to. That’s all I know. She spends a lot of time in her rooms and even misses the Sunday sermon. And no one dares to miss his sermon. So it must be somethin’ serious. But here I am blatherin’ away when the vicar has sent you an important note….”

	I take the hint, opening the envelope and unfolding the paper.

	 

	The Reverend Wilson-Smallsey

	The Vicarage

	Little Pucklewick

	 

	Monday, June 5th 1922

	 

	Dear Miss Crookshanks,

	 

	Let me first welcome you to the enchanting village of Little Pucklewick. It is a quiet place, with everything fitting perfectly in its place. I’m sure you will also fit in perfectly.

	 

	I would have invited you to the vicarage, but I have been informed that you are presently indisposed, which is why you missed my church service yesterday. No doubt due to a malaise associated with your travels from that awful continent upon which you previously resided. No matter. A shepherd must always find a way to reach even the most distant of his flock.

	 

	Please be expecting me today at eleven o’clock this morning, prompt.

	 

	Yours faithfully,

	 

	The Reverend Wilson-Smallsey

	 

	The man’s signature is as wide as the page. “He sounds rather pompous.”

	“The Rev’rend Wilson-Smallsey knows everythin’ that goes on in Little Pucklewick, miss. And he takes his duties seriously. Very seriously. Like I said, you can’t say no to him. You just can’t.” 

	The woman is on the verge of tears. “I see.” The letter intrigues me as does the man, and I realise that I want to meet this Wilson-Smallsey. I take a deep breath. “The last thing I desire is to cause an international incident. I suppose I could meet the fellow.”

	Molly squeals in delight. 

	“Apparently, he’s coming here at eleven o’clock prompt.”

	“At eleven?” Her excitable green eyes glance nervously at an impressive clock perched heavily on the mantel above the fire. “That’s only an hour! Right! I’ll get downstairs and get started on me bakin’. And after that I’ll make a fire in the sittin’ room and be back up here to dress you.”

	Before I can tell her that I am more than capable of dressing myself, she’s gone, thumping out of the room like an elephant late for cake.

	Sometime later, after a small snooze, I get out of bed, and something drops to the floor. An antique fountain pen made from polished and rolled tortoiseshell. I pick it up, noticing how nicely it fits in my hand. Perhaps I’m a writer of some kind? Shrugging, I make it to the window on unsteady feet and stare outside, unexpectedly feeling vulnerable and stepping back to peek from behind the curtains. This house sits on a small hill with a gnarly old wood to one side and a picturesque village on the other, both nestling within an impressive, sweeping, verdant valley. Little Pucklewick looks too pretty to be trusted. A church sits at the bottom of my garden, a village green beyond it, and then fields so green they seem to have been polished.

	I enter the bathroom and wash myself, pipes rattling as the water struggles to warm up, aware of a large mirror. Somewhat frightened, I steel myself and take a look. Emily Crookshanks appears to be in her thirties, with long, unruly dark hair, intense green eyes, and the general expression of a woman who has been interrupted mid-argument. And there’s one other thing… she’s rather pretty.

	There’s another door in the bathroom that leads to a walk-in wardrobe where I find an array of black jackets, trousers and skirts, and a rack of black boots. However, the chief feature of this room is the shelves of brightly coloured hats festooned with costume jewellery, bows, feathers, and other adornments. The hats look out of place against the drab black clothing. Flamboyant and ostentatious, maybe, but beautiful. I find myself mesmerised by them.

	I put on a grey blouse and black trousers. They are loose around the legs but tight-fitting around my bottom. Next, I pull on a pair of hardy boots. The jackets are long, with pockets inside and out. I slip one on and check myself in the mirror. A good look, but something is missing. I pin up my hair and try on the different hats, which are all agreeable but just not quite right either. I spot a stack of hatboxes and knock the whole lot over. The lid flies off one, spilling newspaper cuttings across the floor. The clippings are from South African newspapers, each one featuring a rather pretty woman wearing a long, pocketed jacket, trousers, and boots. Myself! And perched on my head, a series of fantastic hats, several of which are now sitting in boxes at my feet. I scan the headlines.

	 

	The Headmistress solves the mystery of the disappearing Pretoria Pearl

	 

	The Cape Town Cutthroat caught by amateur sleuth Emily Crookshanks, the Headmistress

	 

	The curious incident of the body in the locked attic - another triumph for Emily Crookshanks

	 

	I read some of the stories, marvelling at myself. I’ve solved a lot of high-profile mysteries and made quite the name for myself as a sleuth. So what am I doing in England with amnesia? I notice one more cutting. 

	 

	Emily Crookshanks - the scandal that shook South Africa

	 

	Before I can read further, Molly shouts from downstairs.

	“I lost all track of time, miss! The vicar, he’s comin’ up the path now!”

	I drop the newspaper cut-out, grab the first hat that looks capable of starting an argument: bright red, purple-bowed, and finished with one magnificent peacock feather, and quickly head downstairs just as the doorbell tinkles.

	“The Rev’rend, miss, he’s here!” Molly appears from what I’m guessing is the kitchen. “You’re not meeting the vicar looking like that… are you?”

	“What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?” I reply, taken aback.

	“I’m sorry, miss, there’s no time to change now.” She quickly points me towards the sitting room, and I slip inside. I sit down, noticing that the windows are wide open, letting in sprinkles from a light early-morning shower, the sun shining beautifully through the droplets. I experience an urge to shut the windows and to quickly draw the curtains, and I’m not sure why. The room is warm from another of Molly’s roaring fires. My maid is, I’m guessing, rather peculiar.

	I hear the flustered tones of Molly as she ushers the Reverend Wilson-Smallsey inside and, seconds later, the sitting room door opens to reveal a rather imposing but charismatic-looking gentleman in his late fifties. His full head of thick white hair gives him an unkempt appearance. He stands a good six feet tall and strides into the room with a sense of grandiose purpose that comes with all self-important men.

	“Ah, Miss Crookshanks, so very pleased to meet you.” His voice is a loud drone with more than a whiff of pomposity. His eyes widen at the sight of my hat, and even wider when he sees my trousers.

	I notice raindrops and freshly cut grass on his boots. “I hope you didn’t get caught in the shower?” I stand up to welcome him, but he ushers me back to my seat with a condescending wave of a long-fingered hand. 

	“I always carry an umbrella. As I say to my flock, to pray is to ask God for rain.”

	“It is?”

	“Indeed so, Miss Crookshanks, and faith… faith is carrying an umbrella.”

	Molly gives me a supportive nod and disappears.

	The reverend’s collar is expertly starched, unlike the skin of his face, which is tanned. His cassock is tailored, made slightly tighter than necessary. I notice brown-stained fingers on his left hand. The man is a lefty and possibly a chain smoker. Despite the application of a mint, I can still smell the tell-tale aroma of smoke on his breath. And he’s been drinking, evidenced by a slight slur to his words and the clear outline of a hip flask in his cassock pocket. The details arrive in formation, and I feel a small, indecent thrill. But then again, I suppose I’m the Headmistress, female detective and sleuth extraordinaire.

	“Now, my dear, I hope you realise that the village women are all in a tizzy about your arrival? They are desperate to discover who you are. Your maid has been chit-chatting to all and sundry, of course. The curse of her gender and her class, but she has been unusually short on details. So I’m here to put wagging tongues to rest.”

	The reverend sits down, smiling to reveal a spectacular array of Stonehenge-esque teeth, if the monument were still standing, that is.

	“It’s not just Molly who likes a bit of gossip, regardless of her class. Admit it, vicar, you’re just as interested in who I am as are all those village ladies.” Again, I notice how the tone of my voice is more acerbic than intended, but, like my boots and trousers, it fits me well. And besides, I like it.

	The smile, plastered upon the Reverend Wilson-Smallsey’s face, disappears as abruptly as it had arrived. “Quite. I can see that your life living abroad has made you bolder than is normally expected of a respectable country lady, even in these so-called modern days.” He pauses, as if to let the rebuke sink in, before his smile returns, this time, even wider. “But that will not put me off, my dear. It will only encourage me. It’s why men like myself are put on earth. Why God put me here. To help those lost sheep find their way back home.”

	He places a hand on mine. 

	“I do so love new blood.” 

	Is it possible? Is the Reverend of Little Pucklewick something of a lech? I pull my hand away, although this doesn’t seem to deter the vicar.

	“I want you to know that I’m here for you, Emily. May I call you that? It’s more informal, and I’m all for encouraging informality, especially with my lady parishioners.”

	The sound of my name sounds weird on his lips, and I don’t like him using it.

	“I will do my best to make your introduction into Little Pucklewick a smooth one. I will arrange with Mrs Willoughby for you to join her regular Monday morning get-togethers.”

	“Will you now?”

	“Of course.” He pats my arm. “She provides scripture and tea, but mainly the gossip that you ladies enjoy so much. She will also help you learn how to, erm, dress in a manner more becoming of an English country lady. Those trousers are most distracting, my dear, most distracting. And I’ll get Mr Simmons, my curate, to add you to the church rolls. He’s new and rather disagreeable, I’m afraid. But at least he can be trusted with such a simple task.”

	Before I can protest, Molly bursts into the room proudly carrying a rattling tray of teacups, a teapot, and a rather uneven-looking cake. She bustles over, banging it heavily onto the table, giving the reverend a shock. She curtsies, reddens, and quickly leaves.

	The reverend looks at the cake with disdain. “As I mentioned, your housemaid is a terrible cook. It’s why she has been unable to get work elsewhere. I will find you a replacement forthwith.”

	“Molly may have the curls of a startled medusa and the grace of a wardrobe on wheels, but she will do me just fine, vicar.”

	“I will, nevertheless, find you a replacement anyway. I think you will discover that, in this village, I am seen as someone who knows what’s best.” He smiles with benevolent threat. “With that in mind, it would be a dereliction of my duties if I didn’t warn you about a certain gentleman. A Mr Eriksen. Recently returned from abroad with his manservant, Sheng, and a suitcase full of dangerous ideas. If he calls, do not answer. They are heathens, and I cannot have them preying on the good ladies of this village. I’ve already had one confrontation with him, and I fear it won’t be the last. I’ve forbidden everyone to talk to him.”

	“And now you’re forbidding me?”

	The vicar nods, eyes sparkling.

	This Mr Eriksen has gotten under the vicar’s skin, that’s for sure. I make a mental note to seek him out at the first available opportunity.

	He takes a sip of tea and a small bite from the cake, grimacing. “Molly will simply have to go. This is unacceptable. I made sure that she knew I was coming this morning, and she served me this piece of dried-up stodge? No, no, no, no.” He slams down his saucer on the table.

	“Oh dear, that is a shame, Vicar.”

	“A shame? It’s a disgrace.”

	“I think you misunderstand me. I’m not referring to Molly’s cake, but to you.”

	“What?”

	“Yes. Unfortunately for you, I have quite a strict rule about ungracious behaviour.”

	“I don’t understand…”

	“Then let me make it crystal clear. You have come to my house uninvited, you have insulted my maid, my clothing choices, and now my cake. You may be a reverend, but that does not give you the excuse to be so rude.” My voice is calm, but there can be no mistaking that I want the vicar to go and to go now.

	“I beg your pardon?”

	The vicar must be more sozzled than I realised. I stand up and hold my hand out to him. “I have a busy schedule this morning. Lots to do. Newspaper cut-outs to read, hats to try on, very tight trousers to squeeze into. That kind of thing. The list is quite endless.”

	“You want me to leave? I’ve only just got here?”

	“Ah, the penny has finally dropped. That is the thrust of my gist, yes. And the sooner the better.”

	“Well, I never!” The vicar stands, his face red and full of anger. And I glimpse the real man under the facade. “You’re making a serious mistake, my dear, a very serious mistake indeed.”

	“May I ask if there’s any reason why you’re still here?”

	The Reverend Wilson-Smallsey draws breath to speak, a peculiar look appearing upon his face, before he pitches forward onto the table, sending cups, plates and cake flying everywhere.
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	I JUMP out of my seat to see a wooden shaft sticking out of the middle of the vicar’s back. I know instinctively that he’s dead. I check his pulse anyway.

	Molly puts her head around the door. “Did I hear somethin’ smash, miss?” Her face turns to one of shock. “What’s happened to the reverend?” 

	“A very apt question, Molly,” I say matter-of-factly. “There’s every possibility that the man has been, well, murdered. In fact, I may be going out on a limb somewhat, but I’d say that’s exactly what’s happened. And in my sitting room.” 

	“What, miss? The vicar? Killed!” Molly’s voice is almost a scream. “What will Mrs Willoughby say? And ‘is poor wife. Oh my!”

	I stride over to the open window and look outside, aware of a quick movement in the old wood to the left of the cottage’s front garden. My instinct is to climb out and give chase, but I don’t know the terrain, and whoever was in the woods, for good or for evil, will be long gone before I can get there.

	“But who could’ve done such a thing?” Molly wails, bobbing helplessly in the doorway. “And why, miss? Who would want to kill the reverend?” 

	I go back to the vicar and examine the bolt sticking out of his back, marvelling at the accuracy of the shooter, shutting out Molly’s hysterics and feeling very much in my element, especially as my pounding headache has disappeared. There’s little blood; the shaft pierced the heart, meaning death was almost instantaneous. As for the arrow? It’s bamboo. Way too exotic for Little Pucklewick. That was either incriminating or someone’s idea of being terribly clever.

	The tinkle of the doorbell and loud knocking, followed by the sound of the door opening and a posh, sing-song voice saying, “What-ho in there! Everything all right? Molly?”

	“Thank the saviour! It’s Doctor Roberts, miss! In here, sir!” 

	The door to the sitting room opens, and a tall, wide-shouldered, dark-haired man enters. He’s in his early thirties, wears a ridiculously thick black moustache, and carries a large medical leather bag.

	“Hello,” I say, impressed despite myself. He is unfairly handsome, even with that hairy slug perched above his lip. I notice smudged black ink on his fingers and that the bottoms of his trousers are wet. 

	“I’m so sorry for barging in like this, but I heard Molly shouting and… I say! Is that Wilson-Smallsey?” He strides over to the prone vicar and checks his pulse, frowning at the shaft of wood sticking out of his back. 

	“I’ve already done that, doctor. He’s as dead as the proverbial doornail.”

	“He is that. The man’s bought it, all right. Crikey! Molly, be a good girl and go and call Inspector Troughton at the new station, will you?”

	Molly says nothing, her mouth open, staring at the corpse.

	“Snap out of it, girl! I’m rather afraid the vicar has passed away, and it certainly wasn’t from a heart attack. Go and get the inspector on the horn now!” Molly stops her nervous bobbing and takes a few steadying breaths. “Yes, doctor.”

	“And for God’s sake, don’t mention what happened, otherwise it will be all over the village. You know what Ethel at the exchange is like. Just tell Inspector Troughton that the doctor says he must come over straightaway.”

	Molly wipes at her tears, nods determinedly, and leaves.

	The doctor sticks out an awkward hand. “I’m Doctor Cecil Roberts. But everyone calls me Ceddars. We have sort of met already, the day of your arrival, when you were taken ill. I’m dreadfully sorry that we’re meeting again under such awful circumstances.”

	I shake his hand, my slim fingers looking almost childlike within his large, powerful palm. I have no recollection of the fellow, and I’m sure I would’ve remembered his moustache and those wide shoulders.

	“And what an interesting hat.”

	I go back to the vicar and bend over.

	“By Jove!”

	I twist around to see the doctor staring at my trousers. His face reddens, and he quickly looks away. 

	“What’s the matter? Have you never seen a pair of trousers on a woman before? Although, admittedly, they fit me better than most.”

	“Of course, but that fit is so bally unusual,” he splutters. 

	I smile to myself and turn back to the vicar, rifling through the pockets of his cassock.

	Ceddars crouches down next to me and frowns. “What the devil are you doing?”

	“Looking for clues.”

	“Now listen here. I think you should stop that right away. You’re obviously in shock. I suggest that you go upstairs and have a lie down. The inspector and I will take care of this awful business.”

	I ignore him, pulling out the vicar’s hip flask.

	“I must insist that you put that back.”

	I unscrew the cap and give it a sniff.

	“Miss Crookshanks, please!”

	“Brandy.”

	“What?” He takes the flask off me and gives it a swig. “The old sneak. The reverend is always warning us about the evils of drink. Seems like the hypocrite enjoyed a secret snifter. And that’s expensive hooch.”

	I continue to rifle through the rest of the vicar’s pockets, much to the consternation of the doctor, finding nothing else except cigarette papers and rolling tobacco. I turn my attention back to Ceddars. “You arrived here quickly. One could say, suspiciously quickly. Did you see or hear anything unusual?”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“Do you now? I don’t give out pardons, unless you want to be let off for ogling me so unashamedly?”

	Ceddars’ jaw flexes. “I was not ogling,” he protests, reddening again. “It’s just that the cut of your trousers is particularly—”

	“Please answer the question.”

	He looks at me for long moments before replying. “I was next door making my regular morning visit to poor Mrs Bates, of course. The old dear is quite bedridden, but a jolly old soul all the same. I can’t really do anything for her, except offer a friendly face and a smile or two.” He smiles, seemingly to show me how it is done, and I warm to the odd fellow, despite his moustache. “I heard quite the ballyhoo coming from your open windows, and well, here I am. Sadly too late to help the vicar.” His smile creases into a frown. “You can’t possibly imagine I had anything to do with this dreadful business?”

	“At the beginning of an investigation, it is wise to suspect everyone.”

	“Oh, hang on! I see it now! You’re one of those detective chappies… I mean, chappesses.”

	“Guilty as charged, doctor.”

	“How bally wonderful. I love a good murder mystery. I say, what can you deduce from me? I must be swathed in clues and whatnot!”

	We both stand up, and I’m aware that he’s a good head and a half taller than I am. I let my eyes roam over him, removing my attention from the dead vicar. “Your trouser bottoms are damp, so you’ve recently crossed wet grass. Your suit is from Chadwick’s on Jermyn Street, which means money beyond a country doctor’s income. Inherited, I’d say, from an older sibling lost in the Great War. Your shoes, by contrast, are worn and practical, the left heel more so, suggesting a limp from the same conflict. Not infantry, though. Your speech has the easy cheer and the slang of the Royal Air Force, probably a pilot. Useful for a doctor, but it hides something deeper.”

	“Crikey, that’s… that’s astounding!”

	I smile inside. It appears I have quite the skill for deduction, although I can’t help but think I’ve missed an obvious clue.

	“I was nicknamed ‘The Flying Doc’ in the RAF, as I’d not yet finished my medical training when I earned my wings. And yes, poor Johnny, my older brother, and quite the bees’ knees and all that, bought it early on, poor bugger. He was the wise head of the family, and he received the bulk of the inheritance after Daddy died. I was the younger brother, so I trained as a doctor. After Johnny passed away, well, his money came to me, but I’d rather have him back. I miss him so bally much. But how could you possibly know my tailor?”

	“I glimpsed the label inside your jacket and guessed the rest.”

	“Hey, isn’t that cheating?”

	I shrug. “Observation is the mark of a good detective. For instance, those black smudges on your fingers. I wondered whether they came from your morning paper, but I cannot imagine a doctor leaving the house without first washing his hands, especially if he is supposed to be touching and examining patients. And shaking hands with devilishly attractive women.”

	“Golly! In all the commotion, I’d forgotten about that.”

	“Forgotten about what?”

	“Nothing important.”

	I hold out my hand. “Give it to me, doctor.”

	“What now?”

	“You unconsciously touched your right trouser pocket where there is a bulge.”

	He looks down and frowns.

	I’m almost intoxicated by my powers of deduction. It gives me a confidence I’ve never felt before. “You will come to learn that it’s impossible to hide anything from me, doctor. Now hand it over.” 

	He reluctantly pulls out a screwed-up piece of paper and gives it to me. “I found it pinned to the garden gate of the vicarage on my way to Mrs Bates’ earlier.”

	I carefully unravel it, making sure to get no ink on my fingers, and reveal an alarming poster:

	 

	Do you know the real Reverend Wilson-Smallsey?

	Would it shock you to discover that he:

	Is an adulterer and a bigamist?
Has fathered children he refuses to name?
Has hounded an innocent girl to an untimely death?
Has drunk from the church purse and gambled with parish money?

	He is all these things and more!

	 

	“That’s quite a full list of accusations. Have you heard any of them before?” I ask.

	“Of course not! I say, this couldn’t be related to the murder, could it?”

	He’s deflecting. My guess is that one or more of the rumours are true, or at least he thinks they are. “Was this the only poster you saw?”

	He nods. 

	“But if there’s one, it’s likely there will be others.” The crumpled paper has given me another clue. One that I decide not to share with the doctor. “You decided to keep this. Any reason why?” 

	He shrugs. “No reason, other than I was in a rush. I could’ve easily thrown the bally thing away.”

	“I see. From my own limited experience of the vicar, from what I saw of him this morning, I’d say he was somewhat of an unsavoury fellow.”

	“You would? But the ladies of the village all love the chap. Doted on him in fact.”

	“I don’t see why. He was far too touchy-feely for my liking.”

	“Touchy-feely? Oh, I see. Touchy-feely! Haha. I’ll have to remember that one.” Ceddars says, his warm, green eyes sparkling above a quick smile, a smile that abruptly disappears. “You’re saying the vicar tried to… to interfere with you?” A flash of anger, and his face darkens.

	I shake my head. “Let’s just say that he was used to women being far more compliant around him.” I fold up the poster and place it into one of my jacket’s many inner pockets. “I was actually kicking the annoying fellow out of my house when he unexpectedly performed a fatal face-dive into Molly’s cake.”

	“You have a very peculiar vernacular, Miss Crookshanks. And you’re so very direct. It’s bally refreshing.”

	I smile at the compliment, although I’m not sure Ceddars meant it that way. One thing is for sure, though, both of us are very comfortable being this close to death. But then again, he is a doctor and survived the most awful war in human history.

	“I say, you don’t think someone possibly saw this poster, got angry, and decided to take a quick pot-shot at the old vicar? Blimey! Or maybe it was the person who put them up that did it?”

	“Possibly. I saw movement in the woods next to the house soon after the shooting. I’m sure someone was in there.”

	“You did? Golly. That’s why you were interested in my damp trousers. Mrs Bates’ garden is somewhat overgrown. I really must get my gardener to come over. And with the recent shower…”

	“Apart from the posters, is there anyone you know of who had a gripe with the vicar? I heard that he had a recent confrontation with a Mr Eriksen?”

	“You know about that?”

	“You will discover that I know an awful lot of things, doctor.”

	“But how?”

	“The vicar mentioned him just before popping his clogs.”

	“Let’s not forget this is a man of the cloth we’re talking about, Miss Crookshanks.”

	“Tell me about the confrontation.”

	He gives me another frown and takes a deep breath. “William Eriksen was giving a talk at the village hall last night about his travels in the Far East and whatnot when the vicar and Mrs Willoughby barged in.”

	“Why?”

	“The vicar was furious about Eriksen’s manservant, Sheng, hosting spiritual get-togethers for the village. Called it ungodly nonsense. And of course, Mrs Willoughby didn’t hold back either.”

	“Of course…”

	“There was quite the verbal dogfight, and Sheng looked anything but inscrutable. Murderous, frankly. Eriksen had to abandon the talk, which was no great loss, although he had brought along several foreign curiosities.”

	“And I’m guessing one of these curiosities was a crossbow of some kind, am I correct?”

	The doctor nods, a surprised look on his face. “How can you possibly know that? Unless…” he examines the bolt closely. “This is bamboo, isn’t it? Gosh, you don’t think Eriksen or Sheng are responsible, do you?”

	I give him a hard stare. “I thought you said you were a fan of mystery novels.”

	“I am. Why are you looking at me like that?”

	“Because the murderer is unlikely to use a weapon that would implicate them. What is likely, however, is that whoever killed the vicar witnessed the argument last night, saw what you saw and took the opportunity to steal the crossbow and implicate Sheng or Eriksen in the murder. Obviously.”

	“Yes. Right. Of course. I rather got ahead of myself there. Unless, you know, this was a crime of the moment? Sheng did appear murderous. And from what I’ve heard, the fellow is rather dangerous. A weapons man by all accounts.”

	“You do seem overly convinced of your theory, doctor. If you are indeed a fan of mysteries, you must always be surprised when you get to the denouement.”

	“I am rather. But I’m sure I’m right about Sheng. Would put the family silver on it.”

	“You seem very eager for it to be him….”

	A knock at the door and the flustered sounds of Molly talking to someone. A few moments later, a rat-faced, short man enters the room. He wears an ill-fitting dark blue suit that has seen better days and carries a raincoat folded over his arm. A portly and red-faced uniformed police constable follows him. The man takes off a worn homburg and places it down with his coat. Inspector Troughton looks at the dead vicar, the bamboo bolt, the doctor, Molly, and finally me. “Nobody touch anything.”

	I shrug towards the vicar’s emptied pockets.

	“Bit late for that.”

	 


[image: Scribbles & Threat]

	INSPECTOR Troughton gives me a withering look. “You do not touch dead bodies until the authorities arrive, miss. Everyone knows that.” He sighs and shakes his head at me in a most condescending manner. “Now, tell me, miss, what happened here?”

	“Well, Inspector, it appears that the local vicar has been murdered in my sitting room by someone, no doubt hiding in the wood next to my cottage. Murdered in the ‘very much dead’ sense of the word, if that helps?”

	“Yes, Molly did inform me of the, um, vicar’s sad demise.” His voice is patronising, containing an irritating nasal twang. His thin, dark hair is greased back on his skull, and, like the doctor, he possesses a moustache, but it is a thin, emaciated-looking thing. Less of a hairy slug and more of a squashed fly.

	Ceddars gasps with exasperation. “I bally well told Molly to keep quiet about it.”

	Inspector Troughton stands at an officious distance away from the body, as if its presence is offensive to him. “Take a look at the vicar, constable.” 

	“Me, sir?”

	“Yes, constable, and be sharp about it.”

	Constable Jakes, who appears to be mightily flustered by the situation, makes a big show of removing his helmet and placing it under the crook of his arm before bending over the body, the rounded pate of his bald head wobbling unsteadily. “He’s dead, sir.”

	The inspector takes out a black leather-bound notebook and a small pencil. He opens the notebook, licks the end of the pencil, and begins to write painfully slowly. “Are you sure?”

	The constable puts his helmet down and struggles his immense weight onto one leg, placing his ear to the vicar’s mouth. “He’s not breathing, sir. His eyes are open an’ glazed. His face is covered in cake, sir. An’ what looks like raspberry jam.”

	Ceddars frowns. “I say, inspector. Didn’t you hear Miss Crookshanks? The fellow has passed on.”

	“That may well be, doctor, but I have to follow procedure. Especially in an extraordinary case such as this one. Any visible wounds, constable?”

	Jakes pushes himself back up, his face reddened and somewhat guilty-looking. “There’s somethin’ stickin’ out of his back, sir. A thick wooden arrow.”

	The inspector scribbles in his book. I notice that he is left-handed, his hand struggling to push the pencil across the page. The words are small and precise, and I get the impression that he is more interested in how they look than any evidence they may contain. “I see. Now, Doctor Roberts, can you certify, in your role of general practitioner for Little Pucklewick, that the body found in the sitting room of Woodside Cottage, Little Pucklewick, is the Reverend Wilson-Smallsey, vicar of Little Pucklewick?”

	I lift my eyes away from the annoying inspector’s notebook. “But wait a minute, aren’t you going to examine the body?”

	“The constable has identified that the vicar is deceased, and that he was most likely murdered. And I particularly wanted Constable Jakes to do so.” He gives Jakes a cold stare and the man lowers his eyes, the guilty look returning to his already flustered face. Troughton turns back to Ceddars. “If you could answer the question, doctor?”

	“Yes, inspector, the body is that of the vicar.”

	More scribbling. “And may I assume that you have examined the body?”

	“Yes, yes, I did.”

	“And in your expert opinion, is the Reverend Wilson-Smallsey deceased?”

	Ceddars flicks me an exasperated look. “The vicar is most certainly dead. The wooden bolt observed by your constable is, in my opinion, the cause of death. It entered the upper back and most likely punctured the heart or a major artery.”

	The inspector turns to me after spending more long moments scribbling in his notebook. “Now, Miss Crookshanks, in your own time, take me through the events of this morning.”

	While I’m speaking, the inspector writes everything down, line by torturous line.

	“You say he was shot through the window?”

	I nod impatiently. “Most likely from the woods.”

	Ceddars points, somewhat excitedly. “And that’s a bamboo bolt.”

	“I will be the judge of that, sir.”

	“Shot by a crossbow very likely taken from the village hall last night during William Eriksen’s lecture on the Far East”

	“I’m fully aware of what happened last night, doctor.”

	“You are?”

	The inspector turns back a few pages of his notebook and reads, his nasal twang becoming more pronounced and even more annoying. “On the evening of Sunday, the fourth of June, in the year of Our Lord, nineteen twenty-two, the Reverend Wilson-Smallsey, vicar of Little Pucklewick, made a complaint to the local police officer, Constable Jakes. He reported that a threat upon his life had been made by a foreign gentleman in the employ of a Mr William Eriksen, who also lives in Little Pucklewick.”

	Ceddars gives me a triumphant look. “By Jove! That’s Sheng, all right.”

	The inspector ignores him and carries on reading. “The name of this gentleman was reported as a Mr Sheng. He made the threat to the vicar in front of multiple witnesses as he was leaving a meeting at the village hall. A threat that was verified by a Mrs Gladys Willoughby. Isn’t that correct, constable?”

	“Yes, sir. I didn’t see or hear the threat, but tempers were high, sir, an’ things did get out of hand. But I have to admit, I didn’t take the threat seriously, sir. I thought it was so much hot air, so to speak. I never once considered that…” His voice dries.

	“Constable Jakes didn’t think it was advisable to go and interview this Mr Sheng, which appears to have resulted in the most terrible of consequences.”

	“I jus’ didn’t think there was anythin’ to it, sir. I—”

	Inspector Troughton holds up his pencil. “Thank you, constable, that will be all. If you could go and stand guard at the gate. A death like
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