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​​Disclaimer
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This novel is a work of fiction. Characters and places, especially legend-haunted Hammershire County and its villages, are fictional. No real persons or places should be inferred from any description. In the rare instances where actual historical personages or places are used, they are portrayed in a fictional manner.
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Dedication
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Village of Ghosts is dedicated to friend and artist Nick Petrosino, with whom I created Lost Lands and brought to life Lovecraft’s Fungi from Yuggoth. He helped me more than he can know to produce many of my Small Press projects, back when print yet held sway and a typewriter was still a writer’s best friend. He is the only artist I know who could produce great illustrations and covers from such vague descriptions as “an apocalyptic moon over Easter Island,” “Shaka Khan meets New York,” and “a weird eye-bird over Antarctica.” More importantly, he did not forget me as the decades passed, though I was not so conscientious...I never am, alas. But, thanks, Nick...SPQR!
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Note to Readers
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Because the characters in this novel are English and the setting is England, I have opted to use British English spellings in dialogue and narration. In vocabulary I have tried as much as possible to adhere to English conventions and to the regional variations found in Hammershire County and elsewhere. I have tried to consistently do so, and I apologise (especially to my British  acquaintances and friends) for any lapses that crept in, despite my best efforts.
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Some Notes on 
Hammershire County
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There is no shortage of ghost stories in Hammershire County. It is no surprise to anyone familiar with the region’s rich heritage of folklore that there are places where ghostly inhabitants seemingly outnumber the living. All villages claim a bridge where a love struck swain threw himself into turbulent waters, an oak where an unlucky witch was hanged (by Matthew Hopkins’ own hand no less), or a deserted cottage where blood-curdling screams are heard at the dark of the moon. Some talkative villagers (hard to find in Hammershire, but they do exist) will expound upon lost souls represented by glowing will-o’-the-wisps or point out a lonely stretch of road frequented by a headless knight. Yew’s Reach, in eastern Hammershire, is home to a haunted bookshop where the restless spirit of author Sir Lyle Whately (1807-1889) is said to, at night, straighten the shelves left in disarray by the day’s patrons. There is, however, one village, Little Wyvern by name, which claims an inordinate number of hauntings. Not only do most villagers claim to dwell in haunted cottages (even putting out place-settings for their phantom boarders), but soul-lights wandering the graveyard (and the church itself!) have been reported for more than five hundred years. Add in sightings of Druids and Roman legionnaires, cursed glades, drowned maidens refusing to stay underwater, phantom battles between Roundheads and Cavaliers, ebony coaches driven by Death, weird sounds, prehistoric terrors at the forest’s heart, spectral Vikings, and now-and-then visitations from pagan gods, and you have a village that can confidently claim to be the most haunted in Hammershire, even if not in all England.

—The English Counties: The Journeys of an Antiquarian

by Alfred Herron Altick, 

James Nisbet & Co., Publishers,

21 Berners Street, London

1979 (revised)
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​Prologue
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Margaret Banberry sat up in bed, clasped the tumbler always kept on the stand, and frowned. Even before she brought it to her lips, she realised she had forgotten to fill it, again.

For pity’s sake, she thought. Wasn’t getting old bad enough, listening to ones joints creak and snap with every movement, having to visit the loo three times a night, without having to wonder if one’s mind might be going too? It was very annoying, and Margaret did not like being annoyed, not by anything.

Folding back the heavy eiderdown, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and nestled her feet into comfortable old leather slippers. She felt the cold wooden floor through soles grown thin over six decades.

She almost pulled out of the slippers and crawled back into bed, but between the loo visits and the warmth of the eiderdown she was quite dehydrated. It was, she knew, a vicious cycle.

It was also, she knew, a situation that could not be ignored.

She sighed at the triple annoyance of forgetting to fill the water glass, the floor being so cold and having to get her own water. In the old days, she could order her husband or call a serving girl to fetch her water, but one had been dead more than thirty years and who could afford the other anymore?

She heard a sound in the cottage, as of small feet hesitantly treading the darkness toward her. She tightened her grip on the glass, anticipating footfalls upon the stairs and a dim form in the doorway. But the sounds grew faint, then vanished altogether.

She sighed and shook her head in disgust. “Harry, you always were an old fool.”

Apparently, thirty years of death had not changed any of his bad habits. Yet, for all that, she missed him still.

Margaret stood, shuffled across the floor and made her way down the stairs to the kitchen. She drew the water and stood sipping it as she gazed out the window over the sink.

Her cottage was one of several along the curve of Wrait Lane across from Pooks Wood, bordering the Smythe Estate. An autumn moon cast a pale ochre sheen through thin scudding clouds. The road was clearly lit despite the hour, but no light penetrated the forest. It was a black shroud upon the earth. The deeper ebony between the trees was lightless, bereft of even the gentle glimmers often provided by wandering will-‘o-the-wisps, the poor souls.

The glass was less than half-empty, she noted with an annoyed pang. Now she would have to drink it all the way down before she could fill it again and take it upstairs. It was a bother, but it had to be done. There was no point offending any of the local water sprites. Of all the elementals, they were the most temperamental, and, considering all they could do to plumbing systems, any effort made to placate them was well worth the trouble.

Margaret drank the water, though she knew it would come back to haunt her. A vicious cycle indeed! She filled the glass, started to turn from the sink, then stopped, peering out the window.

Two faint ghosts walked in Wrait Lane, heading toward Pooks Wood. It was possible, she supposed, that they were merely men on some mundane errand, but that was unlikely given the hour.

They tread the dappled moonlight and vanished into the black immensity of the woods. Despite the foolhardiness of doing so, for it was always unwise to pry into the secrets of the dead, she lingered. After seven minutes by the kitchen clock, another signifier of the unearthliness of the sighting, she saw a single form emerge.

She wondered what had happened to the other ghost, but not too much. Better to remain ignorant than be educated by a ghost, an old village saying went. She had not recognised the other spirit, but this one was oddly familiar. Perhaps it was Hezekiah Boil, also called Warlock and Heart-Eater, hanged in 1645 from Hopkins’ Oak. Or perhaps it was another spectre, she thought. There were so many, almost too many, to keep track of.

Margaret ducked when the ghost stopped and looked around. A useless gesture, she knew, for ghosts could as easily see through walls as they could pass through them. When she chanced a peek, the ghost was gone. She mounted the lonely stairs.

Yes, she thought, climbing into bed. The returning ghost had seemed very familiar. But why did she think it the Warlock, a ghost she had never seen? Eventually, the answer would come to her.

Just before sleep stole over her, Margaret heard clinking glassware and running water.

Oh, Harry, she thought. You always did have the worst timing.
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​Chapter 1  
It All Starts With the Ghost Tour
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Alfred Pettibone struggled to keep up with Agnes Swanner’s long strides. She was more than a full head taller than him, and all of that seemed concentrated in her legs. She also outweighed him by five stone, but none of that weight held her back.

She reminded him of one of those titan locomotives of the Age of Steam, clad in black, highlighted with gleaming brass, barrelling across the English countryside, oblivious to any obstacle on the rails, tossing aside carts and cows with reckless abandon. Her clothes, her many necklaces and bracelets, and the cigar she smoked furiously did nothing to dispel the image from his mind.

He reflected that it was much safer to be at her side, or, better yet, slightly behind, than in her way.

“What’s the flaming rush?” he demanded. “We’ve plenty of time to get there, Aggie.”

“This is not me rushing, Freddie,” she told him. “It’s nothing more than me moving with a purpose.”

“If the purpose is to give me a great bloody heart attack, you’re going to do it,” he said. “Slow it down, Aggie.”

“Man up!” she replied. “Quit your whining.”

He tried to grab something, anything to slow her passage. The trailing end of a scarf flapped within reach. He grabbed it, but when he tried to hold her back he was nearly jerked off his feet. In the end, it was either release and try to keep up or be dragged to his death.

He trotted determinedly behind her, windmilling his thin legs as fast as he could.

The main reason she tread the late afternoon high street so quickly was a lack of impediments. All residents of Little Wyvern knew the folly of standing in Agnes Swanner’s path when she was bound anywhere of even minor import. Pedestrians leapt into shop doorways or into the street where only cars might run them down. Mothers and nannies yanked toddlers and tots to safety.

Even as villagers leapt from the path of the Swanner Express, they smiled, chuckled and even a few guffawed, mostly from Pettibone’s predicament. Long before the disparate souls had become comrades in FOG, they had been boon friends. Differences in form and nature should have pushed them apart, people reckoned, he, the studious little bug, and she, the big and loud pushabout ever eager for a knockdown, but somehow they had been drawn together, brain and brawn complementing each other.

“Don’t dawdle, Freddie,” she tossed over her ample shoulder.

Pettibone would have answered, but he did not have the breath to spare. Instead, he doubled his efforts not to be left behind, a goal for which he had striven since the two of them were old enough to ramble about the village alone.

“We have to make sure Simon hasn’t gone on another one of his benders,” she said. “That would just throw a spanner into the works, wouldn’t it now?”

He made an inarticulate gasping sound in agreement.

Pettibone and Agnes had been constant companions all their lives, but no one made the mistake of linking them romantically. Had anyone done so, the foolish wag would have suffered derisive and incredulous laughter from fellow villagers, polysyllabic insults from Pettibone, and a punch in the face from Agnes Swanner, followed by medical ministrations from the unsympathetic Dr Webber, who had delivered them both into the world.

“Oh, look, Freddie, there’s a good crowd outside the Blithe Spirit,” Agnes observed. “That’s a good sign!”

Pettibone gulped some precious air and peeped around her as she slowed. “Maybe,” he gasped. “But shouldn’t they all be inside the pub? You know, that’s what Michael is hoping for, why he’s letting us start here.”

“Probably too crowded inside,” Agnes suggested.

“They don’t look like they’re drinking.”

“It’s half-full, Freddie, never half-empty,” Agnes said. “You’ll never get anywhere being a gloom-and-doom pessimist.”

Pettibone sighed. “Yes, Aggie.”

“Besides, don’t we get enough of that from Anguished Allen?” she said. “And he’ll throw in hellfire and brimstone for free.”

Pettibone looked about nervously. “Do you think he’ll be here? You know, he preached against Ghost Week on Sunday.”

“Even the stuffed shirts in the ancestral pews couldn’t stay awake for that one, could they?”

Pettibone chuckled as he recalled both the occasional stentorian snores from the front pews and the pulpit glares and throat clearings that followed. Only a fool would preach against ghosts and the spirit world in Little Wyvern and (by God!) the Reverend Dickerson Allen was that fool.

“He doesn’t dare show his face around here,” Agnes continued. “No audience of captive sheep for him to harangue with invectives and scriptural platitudes.” 

Pettibone nodded, but not nearly with his friend’s conviction. Truth was, though he was loath to mention it anyone, most of all Agnes, there was something frightening about the vicar, the way he looked down from the pulpit like the Wrathful Almighty Himself, the way he stalked about the village in his brimmed hat, stiff collar and long black cloak, as if a demonic scarecrow had escaped the confines of his field. And his face! The last time Pettibone had seen a head so gaunt was in the Horniman Museum—a fleshless skull!

“You!” Agnes shouted as she approached. “You people! What are you doing milling about? Why aren’t you in the pub?”

There were, Pettibone saw, perhaps a score of people, all of them strangers, or newcomers who had only been in Little Wyvern for twenty or so years. Not at all surprising, he thought. While a majority of villagers sided with FOG, or at least were not adamantly opposed, few would actually jump in the queue and chance ghostly attention. But, then, that was what they wanted, wasn’t it, money from outside? After all, Pettibone reflected, FOG’s entire purpose was to draw in strangers who would then spend all their money in the shops and in the attractions yet to be built, afterwards exiting the village as quickly as they had come in, if not quicker.

“What do you mean it’s locked?” Agnes demanded.

Pettibone snapped back to the present, realising some dolt in the crowd, obviously someone who did not know Agnes, had shouted back at her. Just who that had been it was impossible to say as Agnes was almost to the door of the pub, people either leaping out of her way or getting thrown aside like unlucky bovines on a railway track. Pettibone grabbed her jacket’s hem and let himself get pulled through the throng.

Agnes slammed her fist against the pub door, rattling its hinges. It its time, the door had held its own against angry wives, representatives of the Exchequer, and all the King’s Men, but, to save it from being knocked in, publican Michael Albertson now flung it open. Agnes whirled about, throwing Pettibone inside.

“Now, all you lovely people, don’t you go anywhere,” Agnes said, forcing a toothy smile. “Obviously, there has been some kind of misunderstanding. Your Ghost Week tour will start as soon as we get everything straightened out.”

She slammed the door, turned and the smile vanished.

“What in the name of blazes are you up to, Michael?”

“Now, listen, Aggie...” Albertson began.

“No, you listen,” she interrupted, poking him in the chest with a forefinger like a truncheon. “You agreed to let members of the tour gather here for a few drinks before we start.”

“Well, yes, I did, but that was before...”

“Where’s Simon Jones?” she demanded, looking around. “He was supposed to be here before the people started trickling in, doing his schmoozing  and all the oily stuff he does far too well. Have you seen him today?”

“Well, not yet, but...”

“And even if he isn’t here,” Agnes interrupted, “why aren’t you letting the crowd in? They can certainly get pissed without Simon’s encouragement, can’t they?”

“Well, you see, it’s because of the...”

“In fact, even if they only get a little squiffy, that can only help Simon with the tour,” she said. “Make them a bit more suggestible to any bumps and knocks they might hear.”

Michael Albertson sighed.

Agnes glared at him with hard steely eyes. “Well, out with it, Michael. Why is the pub locked? Stop beating around the bush.”

“It’s...” He lowered his voice. “...Patience Worthy. I heard her moving and pacing about.”

“So what?” Agnes demanded. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

“Aye, these two hundred years, but she’s restless,” Albertson explained. “I heard her moving about upstairs when I was readying to reopen for the tour.”

Agnes put her hands on her hips, staring at him wordlessly.

“I think she may be upset about the ghost tour,” Albertson said. “And you know, it don’t do any good to no one to upset the...”

His voice trailed to a breathy hiss as he regarded the big woman before him. He did not know if she was actually growing larger as he watched, but he certainly felt as if he were shrinking. Finally, he decided it was much safer to annoy a ghost than to allow Agnes Swanner to get wound up about anything. He ran to the heavy door and flung it open.

“Come on in, everyone, welcome!” he said, hooking the door open and gesturing expansively for all to enter. “Come in! Sorry for the delay, folks. Just a wee misunderstanding, that’s all.”

He glanced at Agnes. She had had not removed her hands from her hips, but she had, in his eyes, returned to normal size, which was impressive enough. She was still glaring though.

“To make up for the inconvenience, the first drink is on your host.” He glanced to Tricia behind the bar. “Tricia, complimentary shandies all around.”

He looked to Agnes. She still frowned, but not as severely. Both hands were at her sides. Pettibone still gave in him a sour-mash look, but who ever cared about him? A shandy might not get the outsiders one jot squiffy, but it would lighten the moment and improve their moods. Besides, if it was on his own farthing he was not about to spend one more piece of brass than he had to.

“Yes, go right to the bar so Tricia can give you a free shandy,” he said. “Or you can order up something harder, if you wish...not complimentary, of course. Sorry.”

The smiles that appeared at the start of his announcement were absent by the end of it. Still, he was gratified to see, many of the tourists were ready to pony up a pound for something stronger than an autumn shandy.

“Welcome to the Blithe Spirit Pub, centre of all paranormal activity in the village of...”

Agnes cleared her throat.

“That is to say,” Albertson hastily added, “one of the centres of paranormal activity in Little Wyvern, the, uh...” He tried to think of the slogan Pettibone and Agnes were flogging, then remembered. “Little Wyvern, the most haunted village in all England.”

Albertson looked to Agnes. The sight of her almost smiling nearly made him lose his tongue, but he found it after an awkward moment of silence.

“The Blithe Spirit you see now was built in 1683, replacing a much smaller pub on this site,” he continued. “Of course, it did not look then quite as it does...”

“Why is it so bloody big?” shouted one of the tourists, who was immediately elbowed by his wife.

“Seems too big for a one-horse dorp like...” The second man paused, looked around, then looked at a small embarrassed woman who, at that moment, would rather have been anywhere else in the world than next to him. “Where are we anyway?”

“Little Wyvern, sir.” Albertson could not understand how both men could be so well on their way to being pissed, and he hoped the wives were driving. “As I was going to say, the Blithe Spirit did not then appear as it does now. It has been enlarged over the years to accommodate not only the living residents of Little Wyvern, but those who have gone on to the other side. In fact, just this...”

“Thank you, Michael, for that most interesting information about a pub that is unique among pubs in England,” Agnes cut in. “The Ghost Tour will be starting in thirty minutes. Before then, you will have an opportunity to ask questions of our tour guide, Simon Jones, bestselling author and the world’s foremost expert on ghosts and all things supernatural and paranormal.”

She saw people looking around. One of the drunks was getting ready for another outburst.

“Simon has been delayed, but he will be joining us soon,” she promised. “Until then, please enjoy this historic old pub. Can’t you just feel the restless spirits around you? Of course you can, for this is Little Wyvern, England’s most haunted village. So drink up and prepare for the most mysterious evening of your life.”

Mutiny averted, she turned toward Pettibone.

Anticipating her question, he said: “I’ve no idea where Simon is, but I’ll go and check all his usual...”

“Good evening, fellow seekers after wisdom and the mysteries of the world beyond,” boomed a sepulchral voice from the doorway. “I am, of course, Simon Jones, your guide for this evening as we traipse about Little Wyvern in search of the unknown.”

Most of the tourists applauded politely. Agnes moved across the room, both to join Jones and to steady him. She smelled the juniper scent of gin. He was as oblivious of her hellfire stare as he was of everything else beyond his own ego.

“Where have you been?” she demanded through clenched teeth.

“Preparing, my dear Aggie,” he replied, voice low, still taking in the applause. “Excuse me, Aggie, my adoring fans await.”

She steadied him through the door, then let him continue on his own. He was tall and wide-shouldered, classically handsome in a way which used to draw British filmgoers to matinees, generally desperate young women and more desperate older women. His kind had been replaced by lean, hard men in need of shaves.

“This evening, dear friends—for I do consider all of you to be my very dear friends—we will journey into mystery,” he said. “We will penetrate the veils that separate dimensions.”

“Ballocks,” said one of the drunks, who winced as he received another elbowing from his wife.

The other drunk looked at his own wife, then sipped silently from the whiskey ordered from Tricia.

“If you’ve read my books, Memoirs of the Ghosthunter General or When Ghosts Attack, you know what we may see tonight, pity the faint of heart,” he continued. “If you’ve not—oh, you poor deprived souls—you’ll be able purchase copies when we stop by Ye Magick Bookshoppe, which is home to a very interesting ghost named Hugh. Ah, poor Hugh, a forlorn spirit who was in life an aspiring author, until he committed suicide in 1953 when no readers appeared at a signing event. Speaking of which, dear friends, when at Ye Magick Bookshoppe, remember to purchase only autographed copies of my books.” He grinned engagingly. “There is a small premium charged, but it will make poor Hugh so happy.”

He moved toward the bar, shaking hands and dispensing glib answers to questions like falling rain. Jones took the glass proffered by Tricia, took a sip, and expelled it onto the nearest tourist. He turned to Tricia, eyes flashing. She gave him a smirking smile.

“Orange juice,” she said.

He slammed it onto the counter, glaring down his nose at her.

She shook her head. “That’s all you get, billy-boy.”

He opened his mouth to protest.

“Aggie said so.”

Jones looked at Agnes, then at Tricia. “Nothing, thank you.”

Tricia leaned forward and whispered: “I was there last night. Where was you? I waited and...”

Jones turned from the barmaid and toward a smartly dressed woman wiping the last bit of orange juice from a lapel with a linen kerchief. He gently took it from her, felt the fine weave and smiled.

“Permit me, madam.” he said, rubbing her what he thought might be the right way, judging from the appreciative smile on her full red lips. “My abject apologies.”

“Oh, that’s quite all right, Mr Jones, I...”

“Please call me Simon,” he said.

Her smile broadened, her face flushed and her hand trembled a bit. “Oh, Mr...I mean...Simon. This a very great honour. I’ve read all your books.”

“Have you?” he murmured. He eyed her keenly. Her kerchief was of the finest material and her clothes followed suit. There was money here. “How splendid. Always keen to meet a fan.”

“I’m probably your greatest fan, Simon,” she said. “My name is Madeline...Madeline Wallace.”

He felt her hand on his arm, felt the possessive way her fingers held him tightly.

“I came all the way from the City for this.”

He gently disengaged her fingers, but maintained an engaging smile. She had to be played well, this woman from the City. She was used to getting her way, having what she wanted, on her own terms. She might be a big noise in the Square Mile—in fact he knew she was because he made it his business to know the names of the moneyed and powerful in London.

“Ah, dear lady, I must attend to our other seekers...”

She frowned, her lower lip extended in a pout.

“...but please do me the honour,” he continued, “of allowing me to escort you personally during the tour.”

She brightened. Before he left her completely, he lifted her soft, exquisitely manicured hand, bowed slightly, and brushed his lips against her flawless, salon-pampered skin. He smiled as he felt her tremble. A little old world charm went a long way with today’s new woman, he thought, a commodity she could not get from the raffish and self-absorbed men she met during overlong days of power-playing. Women strove for empowerment, yet an unexpected kiss reduced them to quivering masses. At heart, he reflected, they were still their grandmothers, luckily for him.

“Adieu, my sweet Madeline, until later,” he said. He glanced at an unsmiling Agnes across the room. “I must circulate.”

He began making the rounds.

“I can’t think of a single thing I like about Simon,” Agnes said.

“He is a most unsavoury type,” Pettibone agreed. “However, he is very gregarious and the key to the success of tonight’s tour. And if we don’t get Ghost Week off to a...”

“Yes, yes, I know,” Agnes said testily. “Yes, he is very good at what he does, but I wished for someone more...more...”

“Reputable?” Pettibone suggested.

“Yes, reputable,” she agreed.

“We tried, Aggie,” he reminded her. “None of them wanted to have anything at all to do with us.”

“Only because we couldn’t guarantee their money,” she said. “When the Tour is a smash and Ghost Week puts Little Wyvern on the map they’ll see there’s more than a few quid involved. They’ll come crawling. And then we can dump Simon.”

Wisely, Pettibone let Agnes think what she wanted. Some ghost experts had turned them down because of the money, or lack of it, but most had shied from their plan’s exploitive nature. He was as surprised as anyone when it turned out such people had scruples. Simon Jones had no such handicap. His books were self-published and Jones was as slimy as a morning slug, but he could manipulate people like a monkey could juggle coconuts.

“Still, he does seem to have a way with...”

Pettibone elbowed her gently. “FOG’s all here.”

Agnes waved to the newcomers and went to them. Sir Phineas Smythe looked respectable in his squire’s tweeds. His drooping moustache gave him the air of a genial walrus or a retired colonel. His companion, or ‘the stupid blonde cow’ as Agnes thought of her, was garbed in smart autumn togs Agnes was sure she could never have afforded on her own.

“So glad you could make it this evening, Sir Phineas,” Agnes said. “You too, Prudie.”

Prudence Holloway squinted and turned up her nose.

“Oh, wouldn’t miss it for anything,” he replied. “Would we?”

“Oh no, Phinney,” Prudence said. “It’s all so exciting.”

“Nice turn out.” He looked at the people milling about the pub and congregating around Jones. “It is a nice turn out, isn’t it?”

“More than we expected.”

Pettibone nodded. Twenty pounds a head plus a cut of the pub’s profits was good for FOG’s coffers. As FOG’s accountant, it was his business to track the money, such as he could, especially now that the well had unexpectedly gone dry. He quietly walked away.

“Splendid!” Sir Phineas again took in the crowd. “Simon seems to be in fine form tonight. He hasn’t been...” He made a tippling motion. “I mean, he carries himself well enough but...”

“A little, but it hardly matters,” Agnes said. “The man’s blood is half alcohol most of the time anyway.”

“As long as our venture is not harmed by his imbibing.”

Prudence looked at the way the women hung on him, making every excuse to press close. She saw the way he responded to their attentions and wondered if alcohol was the only thing in which he had imbibed this evening. If nothing else, she knew how he went after her when Phineas was not looking, not that she would ever give the silly sod a toss. He was lucky she had not told Phinney what he was up to, and that was not at all for his sake.

A racket sounded from the rooms above.

Michael Albertson and Tricia behind the bar went pale.

The crowd fell silent.

“Oh my God,” Albertson murmured.

“It’s Patience, again,” Tricia said.

More slow booming sounds came from the rooms above.

The crowd began to murmur. Drinks were gulped, more were ordered. They all looked to Simon Jones.

“Nothing to worry about, my dear friends,” he said, lifting his hands in a dismissive manner. “Merely another of Little Wyvern’s restless spirits. No danger to us.” He lowered his hands and stared upward, as if he could see through the ceiling. His smile weakened. “Well, probably not much danger.”

He felt a tight grip on his arm—Madeline. Her brow knitted, her eyes wide, she looked genuinely frightened. Her nervousness spread quickly to other members of the crowd. He was quite pleased with the measured booms, sounding like monstrous footfalls. He felt her jump and press even more insistently against him. The feel of her full breasts almost made him forget his lines, but a return of the unearthly sounds brought him back.

“Patience Worthy has been a resident of the Blithe Spirit pub since 1823, but no blithe spirit is she,” he said. “No, disappointed in love, jilted by the son of a wealthy land owner, she hanged herself in the room...” He paused. “...directly above us.”

Booms as loud as thunder crashed overhead.

Madeline uttered a short, infectious scream.

Jones grinned. “Don’t worry, my friends, I’ll handle this.” He again looked up, raising his free arm and forming an arcane sign with his fingers. “Patience! Patience! Listen to me!”

A boom which had started suddenly stopped.

“Patience, we know you are upset at the tragedy, at the injustice that made you take your own life,” he said. “But we are your friends. There’s no one here who wishes you any harm or...”

“How can you harm a bloody...” The drunk made an oof sound as his wife’s elbow connected solidly with a rib.

“...or to upset you in any way,” Jones continued, not missing a beat. “Be at peace, Patience, Return to the company of your fellow ghosts, those grey spirits who are always with us.” He gazed around the room. “Who walk amongst us unseen, and do so even now.”

Madeline shivered violently.

“Be not be afraid, dear Madeline” Jones said. “Merely a cold spot from a ghost passing through you. There, all better now.”

Madeline looked simultaneously frightened and orgasmic.

Jones disentangled himself from her again. “There, my friends, the danger is past.” He cupped his fingers around his ears, listening to the silence from above. “Patience Worthy’s restless spirit has been quieted.” He paused. “For now.”

The crowd applauded appreciatively.

Agnes felt a presence behind her. She turned and saw Pettibone, a monkey grin on his face, which vanished as soon as he saw her own expression. She raised querying eyebrows. He nodded.

“Very good,” she whispered.

“My, that was quite impressive,” Sir Phineas said. “Perhaps we rather misjudged the bounder.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Prudence said.

Pettibone and Agnes remained silent.

“It certainly seems to have got everyone into the right...spirit.” He grinned at his supposed witticism. “Do you think he could be what he claims to be after all? Can he talk to ghosts?”

Prudence put her arm around him and squeezed, he responding in kind. It was when he was like this, as wide-eyed as a schoolboy and believing in the impossible, that she loved him most. She knew Agnes and Pettibone were up to tricks, and that Simon Jones was full of them, but they were always keen to keep her Phineas in the dark, as was she.

“If I may have your attention please,” Agnes said, her voice cracking like a bullwhip. “Thank you. The tour will start in a few minutes, so please finish your drinks quickly. In addition to Simon, feel free to ask any of your hosts questions you might have about Little Wyvern and its ghostly residents.

“I am Agnes Swanner, and this is my friend Alfred Pettibone, proprietor of Ye Magick Bookshoppe,” she said. “On my left, your right, are Sir Phineas Smythe, whose estate, Spectre’s Haven, will figure so prominently during Ghost Week, and Prudence Holloway. Together, we are FOG, Friends of Ghosts.”

Polite applause, if a little confused, sounded.

“We hope this Ghost Tour will not be your last encounter with the residents of Little Wyvern who have passed beyond this veil of tears,” she continued. “As you leave the pub, please take as many leaflets as you want about the ghostly activities planned this week in England’s Most Haunted Village. If you are interested in investing in any of FOG’s improvements to Little Wyvern, such as the Ghost Museum, please see me or Mr...”

“More than enough time for all that after the tour, and much more,” Jones said, giving the fuming Agnes a perfectly salacious wink. “Follow me, dear friends, as we explore worlds beyond this mortal plane and enter the mysterious and often dangerous world of ghosts. Stay together, friends.” He offered Madeline his arm. “And you, dear lady, stay where it is safest of all.”

Jones led the tourists out of the pub and into the deepening dusk of Little Wyvern. As he passed, he countered Agnes’ glare with a besotted grin.

Pettibone leaned forward and whispered. “I think he may have been annoyed with you because of the orange juice, Aggie.”

“Shut up, Freddie.”

Sir Phineas offered his arm to Prudence. “Shall we join the tour, my dear? It seems off to an auspicious start.” He glanced upward. “It was amazing, wasn’t it?”

Prudence took the offered arm, snuggled close and murmured encouragingly. Agnes and Pettibone received daggers.

“Come on, Freddie,” Agnes said. “Looks like it’s up to us to see everything runs smoothly.”

“Yes, Aggie.”

Agnes lit a cigar and steamed out of the pub. He started after, but paused at a shuffling sound. It was necessary, Agnes said, that everyone on the Ghost Tour witness as many manifestations as possible, no matter what. While Pettibone agreed, at least in theory, he was a native of Little Wyvern. As such, he knew the folly and danger attached to annoying ghosts or venturing too deep into their world. Like every scion of Little Wyvern, raised to believe spectres walked all around and through them, Pettibone was thoroughly terrified of ghosts, but feared Agnes more...everyone did.

“Come, Freddie,” she snapped. “Don’t dawdle. We must watch over our investment.”

Pettibone heard the shuffling sound again. He silently voiced an apology to Patience Worthy, useless gesture though it was.

“Freddie!”

“Coming, Aggie.”

Though he had imbibed heavily before his appearance at the Blithe Spirit, Simon Jones’ performance as guide to Little Wyvern’s haunts was flawless. From station to station, from cottage to cottage, he regaled the tourists with tales of sorrow and bloody revenge. They listened raptly, heedless that they were far behind schedule. Agnes had assumed Jones’ choice to let that Madeline creature cling to him was evidence of his rampant carnality. Now she saw what a brilliant choice it had been. She had never before seen a woman more impressionable or given to hysteria. Better yet, she spread panic to the others like a carrier did typhoid. She was a highly strung fiddle that Jones played like an impresario. Agnes only hoped a string did not break before the night was over.

As pleased as Agnes was about Jones’ performance in the role for which he had been hired, she was almost ecstatic about the way the ghosts were cooperating. Getting the villagers to work with the goals of FOG had been an uphill battle, but Agnes, aided by Sir Phineas’ reputation and money from their hidden benefactor, had made most residents see the light. Fortunately, Little Wyvern, like other Hammershire villages, had seen an influx of outsiders over the decades, mostly pensioners. Unlike life-long residents, who knew better, these newcomers of twenty years or so could be convinced to bang a pot, drop a log or utter a scream at just the right moment.

Unfortunately, all the cottages with the bloodiest histories were occupied by lifetime residents. They looked the other way when it came to FOG’s antics, influenced by desperately needed cash, but not for lust or money would they anger a ghost or let outsiders into their homes. Agnes knew it was only a matter of time before they, too, were won over and fell into line.

“As we approach St Barnabas Church, keep your eyes and ears open,” Jones said as they neared the end of what had been a nearly flawless tour. “Spirit lights and shrieking apparitions have been seen and heard in the church itself for more than a thousand years. It is constructed on the ruins of an old Druid temple, which itself was built over the blood-soaked ground of a Palaeolithic site for human sacrifice and ritual rape. Many troubled spirits roam that church in search of peace or revenge.”

“Simon, are we going in the church?” asked the drunk whose wife had the sharpest elbow in the world. A skinful of booze and a few well-planned frights had made Simon Jones his best friend. “I could really go for a good ghost orgy.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not possible due...” Jones started to say.

“No, you cannot!” A black spectre, tall and lean, rose behind the wall separating churchyard and lane. “Sacrilege! It is forbidden. Hell will claim those who violate this holy ground!”

Madeline screamed to make a banshee envious. Others were infected by and propagated her scream. The rest surged back. Jones held both his ground and Madeline.

“And who the hell are you, my dear fellow?” Jones said.

“You have no say in this, Reverend Allen,” Agnes proclaimed, surging through the crowd. “We have permits.”

“God forbids it.”

Jones leaned forward, squinting for a better look at the figure beyond the wall. “So, you’re the vicar, are you? Aggie’s told me all about you, a man who believes the only ghost is the holy one.”

The vicar stepped back.

“Simon Jones is the name, Vicar,” he said. “I am your guide to a world unseen, unsuspected by many, unbelieved by most.”

“A guide...” The vicar’s voice turned whispery.

“A guide into the ghostly realm, an undiscovered country if ever there was one, a region where all truths are revealed,” Jones said. “Are you going to deny these fine people entry into the House of God? Tell them they are not welcome in...”

“It is forbidden!” the vicar yelled, dashing toward the church. A crashing sound came from St Barnabas, its heavy door-bar being slammed into place.

“Well, you can’t keep us out of the graveyard, can you now, Dickie?” Agnes called to the vast and empty night. “It’s public.”

“The Reverend Dickerson Allen,” Jones announced to the crowd with a flourish of his arms. “Or was he? You saw the way he rose from the boneyard, how he vanished into the night. Was he what he seemed to be? Or was he a spectre, a ghostly avenger seeking to bar the living from the realm of the dead?”

Madeline gasped at the idea she had possibly been warned away by an actual ghost. A few followed her example, but most had caught the mocking note in Jones’ voice and twittered.

“Oh, he’s good, isn’t he?” Pettibone whispered.

Reluctantly, Agnes nodded. She had to admire how Jones took the vicar’s appearance in stride, even working him into the tour’s narrative. They had warned him of Reverend Allen’s antagonistic stance toward the work of FOG, but even she had not expected to see him out this evening. After all, she and Pettibone had assured him they would adhere to the Council’s prohibition against entering the church itself.

“That man has a lot of nerve,” Sir Phineas said. “I’ve half a mind to take this up with the Council. The bounder, interfering with an economic venture that will benefit every man, woman and child in Little Wyvern. He may be a man of the cloth, but he is still a bounder. I should write a letter to Bishop Price.”
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