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​Dear Reader,
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Thank you for downloading our book a Dagger for Danger. We hope you will enjoy the mystery as you join Kathy Chatsworth and Detective Sandy Brampton in tracking down the truth, the lies and the dangers of a family tradition involving a beautiful dagger that has played a part in the betrothal, wounding and killing of women for more than 450 years. 

Their investigation into the death of a woman named Shaye grows more bizarre as facts they uncover wrap tendrils around a seemingly unrelated cold case, the murder of a young student named Catrina. What could the brutal stabbing of a 21st century vegan have to do with a twisted tradition from the Middle Ages? 

Three people, each with a reason for wanting to see Shaye dead, lead Kathy and Brampton to dig deep into the distant, and not so distant, history of a dangerous dagger. 

We hope you enjoy reading this tale. Relax and join in their efforts to solve the puzzle. And, if they survive the convoluted twists of this investigation, we look forward to sharing more collaborations of a nosey journalist and a cautious detective with you in the future. 

Stephen Rayfield and Janet Davies.
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1. Emerald Flash­
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Sunlight flashed across her black-rimmed sunglasses and made Kathy Chatsworth blink, stop walking and look down. The light had bounced off a green stone, half hidden in the vines growing in a tangle under a tall cedar hedge. 

She reached down to pick it up and gasped. The stone was attached to a dagger – a long dagger, it looked old, like something from a film, she thought, or an overly ornate thing you find at a costume store. But this was no toy. It lay heavy in her hand, eight inches from the wicked point to the carved handle where the green stone glinted. Could it be an emerald? 

She saw blood on the blade, wet blood, deep red and sticky, with a small, pale green vine leaf trapped on the edge where it had started to congeal. 

Kathy’s own blood pounded in her ears. Someone’s in trouble, she thought as a crimson drop fell from the dagger to the ground. She looked about wildly and saw a break in the hedge and a path to a cottage with a beautiful old oak door. The door stood open to a dark hallway. She stopped for a single beat then ran up the path.

Pausing in the hallway she waited for her eyes to catch up, then stepped through a door to the left to a small living room, almost as dim as the hall, with brocade curtains blocking the sun. A figure was curled on the floor. A woman lying on her side, hands clutched at her chest where a deep terrible stain oozed through her fingers, a ragged red flower blooming around them. Kathy ran to her, the bizarre thought springing to her mind bloodstains are hell to get out of a carpet! She knelt down, heedless of her own pale blue skirt, and cradled the dying woman in her arms. 

The face was ashen, but warm brown eyes fluttered open and stared into Kathy’s. Her breath was ragged, her voice no more than a sigh as she stammered “Channel Lane ... Point.” Kathy bent closer, cupping the small face, pressing her ear to the bruised lips. “Channel Lane,” she whispered again. “His secret ...” The short sentence ended abruptly, no more breaths, no more words, but the eyes stayed open, staring at Kathy, silently pleading. 
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2. Waiting For Brampton


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Kathy held her, rocking slightly. She couldn’t think what to do next. Lay the body down? Keep holding it? Shout for help? Snap out of it! 

Still kneeling, she grabbed a pillow from the couch, placed it on the ruined carpet and tenderly lowered the brunette head. Her eyes filled with tears as the finality of the moment sank in, then she stood up, brushed at her red knees, pulled out her phone and called Sandy. 

Detective Sergeant Sandy Brampton and Kathy had known each other for 11 years and she had worked with him on a case or two. They were good friends, had occasionally come close to being more, and they had a mutual appreciation. As the phone rang, she rubbed a palm over her wet eyes thinking I’ve made a mess of this. I’ve touched too much. I should know better. She felt both relief and trepidation when he picked up. 

“Sandy? It’s Kathy. I’m okay, but somebody here is not. I’m at 27 Marsh Lane, it’s a white cottage behind a cedar hedge. I need you here, and you’d better bring the coroner, but there’s no rush.  There’s a woman, she was alive when I found her but she died in my arms.”

Brampton listened patiently, assured her he was on his way and disconnected. Not a good start, he thought. Messy. She knows she’s contaminated the scene. I wonder if she has the murder weapon?” 

As he gathered his jacket and keys and walked to his car, he couldn’t help thinking I wonder if she’s free for dinner? 

***
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Kathy stood silently in the hallway waiting. The dagger lay on a dainty half moon table, painted white with pink cabbage roses. She winced at the red stain beneath the blade and wondered just how much she had contaminated evidence. How could she have known the green stone glinting in the sun was part of a murder weapon? 

Her mind wandered to her friendship with Sandy Brampton. He was a homicide detective, she was a journalist – his and her tribes were not famous for having great relationships. 

Kathy had enjoyed earning her degree in English Literature but felt aimless in her final year. She thought about teaching. She thought, of course, about writing a novel, but in the end she knew her strengths were research and reporting. Ms. Chatsworth had done stellar work on school newspapers since grade school. 

She had an analytic approach to fact gathering and a gift for telling good stories. School newspapers, plus a bit of lucrative ghost writing for lazy but rich kids at school, had honed her natural talents and taught her how to dig and discover, honestly report and imaginatively speculate – and people enjoyed her writing. 

The first case she had worked on with Brampton was one she had named A Death in the Country Inn. She smiled in the dim hallway, forgetting for a moment the body in the next room. She gave whimsical titles to even the lousiest news stories but her irreverent headlines rarely appeared in print. 

It was a murder at a luxury inn and everything pointed to a hapless waiter – motive, evidence and prejudice. But Kathy had uncovered information that exonerated the boy and led to the real killer. Her involvement in the case had been unofficial, so Brampton got the glory – but she got the story.

“Hello Kathy.” She jumped as Brampton bent his head and squeezed through the 100-year-old doorway. “You’ve stumbled on another one,” he said, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze. He briefly wondered if that was still acceptable but felt her lean into him before he pushed past to the living room. 

“I don’t go looking for trouble,” she said to his back. “I’ll tell you everything I know but it’s not much.” The woman’s last words echoed in her mind, but she would save them until Brampton and the coroner had done their work. 

“Do you know who she is?” he asked.

“No. I was on my way to work when I saw something shining in the hedge out there.” He was turning slowly to take in every corner of the room. “I picked it up and saw it was some kind of gemstone in the handle of a dagger.” 

He turned. “A dagger? You mean a knife?” She shook her head and pointed to the half-moon table. “No, I mean a dagger, like in a horror movie or something, and it had blood on it.” Her breath caught. “I knew something awful had happened, the blood was wet.” She gulped back a sob. 

He put his arm around her. “It’s okay Kath, you’ve had a shock. Take a breath. What happened next?”

She pulled air into her lungs and let it out slowly. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen a dead body, but it seemed more shocking, somehow obscene, in this pretty little place with roses and brocade and someone bleeding out their life on a peach paisley carpet. 

“What happened next? I saw a gap in the hedge, and I came in and found this horrible scene. She was dying Sandy, there was nothing I could do.” She took another big breath. “I went to her and held her, I know that was wrong, but it was instinct, and she died in my arms.”

He reached for her again but she backed away and went to stand in the sunlight on the flagstone path. He stared after her, then wrote everything she had said in his police notebook.
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3. Dr. MacDugon
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Dr. Linda MacDugon arrived and knelt by the corpse. The district coroner said nothing, just nodded to Brampton and ignored Kathy. After a few moments she rose.

“Single stab to the chest with that weapon you’ve got in the evidence bag Sandy,” she said. “The bang on her lip is where she fell and hit her face on the coffee table. I’ll do some swabbing and sampling to confirm it but that’s what it looks like.” Dr. MacDugon turned back to the woman lying on the floor and began writing her own notes. Kathy frowned. Would a single blow wreak so much havoc on a woman’s breast? She looked again at the dagger in the baggie and shuddered. 

“The angle of the blade will help tell if the attacker was taller or shorter,” Brampton said and Linda nodded once thinking, tell me something I don’t know. She turned to Kathy. 

“Sorry but we’ll need your blouse,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “There’s probably blood on your bra, so give me that, too,” she strode out of the room, saying over her shoulder, “When I heard it was you, I figured this would happen.” She spoke matter-of-factly, but Kathy bristled anyway. “So I came prepared. I haven’t got a spare coverall but I’ve got a T-shirt and sweater you can change into.”

Kathy groaned. She liked the blouse she was wearing and feared she might never see it again. The thought of wearing one of MacDugon’s t-shirts without a bra did not appeal either. The coroner was annoyingly petite. 

The forensics crew arrived and Kathy and Brampton got out of their way. The doctor returned and handed her a large evidence bag, a small blue t-shirt, and a suspiciously flouncy pink sweater. In the bathroom at the end of the hall, Kathy carefully removed her blouse and bra and stuffed them into the bag, but didn’t seal it. Brampton would do that and record the details. She struggled into the T-shirt, tugged it down over her breasts and frowned at her reflection. Adding the cardigan helped a little, but she felt ridiculous and also guilty for caring what she looked like at a time like this. She fingered the frills on the cardigan. She’d never seen Linda MacDugon wear anything like this. She tugged at the frilly edges, trying to make them meet over her bosom, then sighed and stepped back into the hall. 

MacDugon nodded to one of her guys to take the evidence bag from Kathy. She was watching the team in their billowing suits and booties meticulously examine the living room. Kathy touched her arm to get her attention. “I’ll bring the sweater and t-shirt to the station later today.” It would take her 20 minutes to walk home and change, about 19 minutes longer than she wanted to be seen in that get-up. MacDugon gave her a nod and a smile, then waved her away.

As she walked down the stone steps to the path, Kathy thought what happened here? And why? Who was the young woman going down her path for the last time, a sad, small bundle on a metal gurney, and what had she been trying to say with her dying words and those pleading eyes?  
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4. History of The Dagger
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Forest of Dean, England, 1560 AD

A cool morning fog spun around his feet as the young woodcutter strode through the forest, looking for a perfect oak log to take back to his father, the carpenter, for a new table. The cry of a grey wolf made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. It was the sound they made when they had a fresh kill. 

A hundred yards ahead, the forest floor fell away to his right. The howl came again and he saw at the bottom of the slope a big grey wolf standing over a man who was lying very still. One arm was bent beneath him and appeared broken. A gash in his forehead oozed blood, and the wolf lowered his head to lick at the trickle.

When Jamison saw the figure move, he started down the hill. The wolf spun to face him, growled and bared its sharp teeth. Jamison pulled the axe from his belt, raised it high and hurled it as the wolf leapt. The cold iron embedded itself in the wolf’s head and it fell to the ground.

He ran to the creature, knife in hand, and slit its throat. The wolf died instantly and Jamison felt a pang of regret. He looked at the injured man and recognized the face. It was the son of the man who owned these woods, his lord.

Jamison took off his wool jacket and tossed it far from the bloody scene. It was new and precious to him. He tore a sleeve from his linen shirt, easily done as it was old and thin, and used it to bind the head wound. He grasped the rough handle of his axe and pulled, ignoring the sickening sound of blade leaving flesh, then set to work cutting down five small trees and trimming them into poles. 

He separated his coarse braided belt into strands to bind the poles to form a litter and used one piece to secure the broken arm to the youth’s body. He skinned the wolf and laid its thick pelt on the litter, then laid the young noble on the pelt. The boy groaned and grew paler still. 

It was a two-mile walk to the lord’s manor house and the litter was heavy, but Jamison, the woodcutter, was strong. 

As he neared the house he saw an old man cutting weeds and shouted for help. The old man ran to him, saw what he was dragging and raced to the house. He returned with four strong men to lift the litter onto their shoulders and carry the unconscious lord’s son home. 

When the gardener heard Jamison’s story he touched his shoulder. “You will be rewarded, boy. Go home, now,” then he turned and made his way up the half-trimmed path. 

Jamison stared at his back, then shrugged and turned wearily back to the forest. What had he expected? 

It was late when he arrived home, but he had marked a fine straight oak with his axe and retrieved his wool jacket.

***
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Jamison was eating breakfast the next day with his mother and father when a servant from the manor came to their door and asked for him by name. He pushed back his stool on the rough stone floor and went to speak to the man.

“I am Jamison,” he said. “I killed the wolf that attacked the lord’s son. It attacked me, too,” he said defensively. Every animal in the woods belonged to the lord. 

The servant just smiled and told the astonished family that Jamison was summoned to the manor for an audience with the lord.

***
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The owner of the forest and all the lands around their cottage was sitting in a high carved chair. Beside him sat his son wearing a linen bandage on his head and a velvet sling on his arm. He rose and came to Jamison, unfastening his belt as he came. He held out the fine leather belt. 

“Thank you for saving my life. The least I can do is replace your belt. Take this, not a gift but return of a favour.” 

Jamison had never seen a belt so beautiful, fine leather embossed with roses and vines and finished with a pewter buckle.  

The lord stayed seated, but he was smiling. “I thank you for saving my son who is more precious to me than gold. Your father raised you well and also deserves my thanks. I will grant him ownership of the cottage in which you live and of all the lands you can see from your door. You and your descendants shall own this forever, tax-free.”

He drew a breath. “You will inherit the land, boy, but for now take this dagger as a token. It was brought from the Holy Land by my great-grandfather. It is a strange weapon, beautiful and powerful. The custom in the land where it was found is for a first-born son to offer a dagger to the woman of his choice. If she accepts it, she accepts the man and they will prick their palms and mingle their blood to seal their troth.” 

The lord drew from his robe a hammered silver case, hinged and heavy and handed it to the speechless boy

The lord’s son clapped Jamison on the back. “We have many such stories in this family, and I’ll bet you have stories for me. Our men found the wolf and marveled at your quickness and strength. If you wish to learn more about such things, you must visit me here. My grandfather taught me much about foreign customs.” He raised his injured arm and flinched. “And perhaps you can teach me to wield an axe.” 
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5. The Stormont Ritual
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Kathy Chatsworth sat back in her chair and exchanged glances with Brampton. It wasn’t quite what they had expected to hear from the owner of the murder weapon. 

Gordon Stormont finished his story and sat back, too. He was grinning. He had a flair for bringing the past alive. His imagination embellished the solid facts he gathered from family documents, museums and libraries, and he was delighted to take any opportunity to share his sometimes lurid family stories. 

It hadn’t been hard to trace him. Stormont had reported the dagger missing three days before. Kathy ducked out of an editorial meeting to join Brampton at the Stormont mansion. The place was as ornate as the dagger with too many gables, too many windows and a turret smothered in vines. 

They listened quietly as Gordon Stormont told them the history of the dagger, which had been in his family for more than 400 years. It had crossed the Atlantic from England to Canada with his great grandfather after the Great War, one of hundreds of family heirlooms. 

“So the knife was used as a token of undying love?” Brampton asked. “That’s ironic. Have there been any other unpleasant incidents associated with it?” 

Stormont smiled. “Several. About 350 years ago, when Anderson Stormont was laughed at by the lady he wished to marry, he flew into a rage and stabbed her in the heart. No one else was present, and Anderson insisted it was self-defense,” he coughed delicately. “She was, by all accounts, a spirited lady and Anderson went unpunished.” 

Kathy was aghast. “Seriously? He stabbed her?” Brampton patted her hand, but she snatched it away.

Stormont continued. “In 1825, Gregory Stormont accidentally hit his beloved’s wrist instead of her palm. There were others present on that occasion, and they all agreed he was nervous and probably drunk. They rushed her to a doctor, she was stitched up and survived, but it left a nasty scar. In her portrait she is wearing gloves. Did you see it as you came in? It’s in the hall, painted by William Matthew Prior. An ugly portrait, too much like folk art for my taste.”

“I’ll look out for it as we leave,” Brampton said drily. “Carry on please.”

Stormont smiled agreeably. “Of course, where was I? Ah yes, Amanda Stormont and her scar. All stitched up, she accepted his proposal, they married and she bore him four sons. She liked to remind him of how he’d botched the ceremony, never pricked her or mingled their blood. I suppose she was suggesting they’d never really sealed the deal.” He rubbed his hands together with glee. He loved family stories. “Family letters tell how she would playfully threaten him with a knife at dinner, but they had a long, happy marriage. Fifty-five years, I believe.”

Kathy snorted with amusement. “So when did the deerskin gloves become part of the ritual?”

Stormont answered readily, “As far as we can tell it was after Anderson Stormont killed his bride-to-be. He grew rather melancholy,” said Stormont and Kathy rolled her eyes. “When he was ready to try another proposal, he stuck with tradition but was understandably cautious about wielding the knife. Three years after the death of his first intended, he proposed to a young heiress who knew nothing about her predecessor. He had the deerskin gloves made so he wouldn’t have to actually touch the dagger and introduced them into the ceremony. Anderson wore the gloves and removed the left one just long enough to scratch his palm and hers. There’s a faint bloodstain inside one glove.”

Stormont steepled his fingers. “He married the unsuspecting girl, largely ignored her and was thrown from a horse 20 years later and died.”

Good, thought Kathy. “Any more incidents? Or did the world grow less tolerant of family ritual as a defense for murder?” Brampton threw her a warning glance, but Stormont was unfazed.

“No more incidents that we know of,” he confirmed, but Kathy wasn’t finished. 

“So the Stormont men have been doing this,” she stopped short of saying bullshit, “this ceremony ever since?” 

He beamed. “My great grandfather did the ceremony when he proposed to my great grandmother, and she found it quite romantic. She used to show me the tiny scar on her palm. She was rather proud of it.”
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6. Disappearance of The Dagger
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“Right,” Brampton said briskly. “Thanks for the background. Fascinating stuff. How did the dagger go missing?”

Stormont’s smile faded. “It’s kept in its box, a very old box made of oak.”

“What happened to the silver sheath?” Kathy interrupted, and Stormont cocked an eyebrow.   “Sheath? Oh, the one from the lord, yes. I never saw it. If I remember the story right, my great grandfather had it melted down in 1915 to go to the war effort. I suppose the gemstone would have been worth a pretty penny, but the family never considered parting with the dagger. They just wrapped it in velvet and kept it in an old oak box after that.”

He gave a little laugh. “We don’t make a big thing of it, the ceremony, the proposal and pricking of palms. It sounds daft, but with so many traditions biting the dust these days, we like to keep that one going. There’s no harm in it.” 

Kathy felt her jaw tighten and slid a side eye to Brampton who ignored her. “When did it actually disappear?” he asked. 

Gordon frowned. “Must have been at the charity function. The house was full of strangers last Friday, about 200 of them milling about the house and gardens. Any one of them could have taken it.”

“You mean it was kept out in the open? You don’t lock it up?” Kathy asked in surprise.

He looked uncomfortable. “The box doesn’t lock. The key was lost years ago, and it’s just an old thing, after all, it means nothing to anybody else. We keep it on the sideboard with other family things, treasures and tat together. It’s never been a problem before.” 

They were now faced with 200 suspects. Brampton was going to need help. 

“Does anyone else know the whole history of the dagger?” Kathy asked.

“Dr. Kenneth Rivers at the University teaches history of the Middle Ages and he’s studied Stormont history for years. I can email him to introduce you if you like.”

Good to his word, he composed the email there and then, copying them both, and Kathy was pleasantly surprised when minutes later Dr. Rivers replied. He would be glad to talk with them and was sure he could help, as he was one of the foremost Canadian experts on the Middle Ages, etc.  Brampton skipped the two paragraphs setting out Rivers’ qualifications and looked to the bottom to see if he had suggested a date. He had not. 

They were invited to make an appointment via the Online Student Calendar. He rolled his eyes and glanced sideways at Kathy to see her in mid-eyeroll, too. 

They stepped from the dark hallway into bright sunshine and Brampton snapped his fingers. “Dammit! I forgot to look at the portrait.” She smacked his arm, pulled out her phone to check the time, then gave him a quick hug and headed for the street. He watched her walk away. Double damn. I should
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