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“For he comes, the human child,

To the waters and the wild.”




W.B. Yeats, The Stolen Child


















Chapter One




THE BLACK MIRE




ALONE ON A wetland moor, Robbie Callahan knelt in the mud and stared into the peat-dark pond. Flaming hair shimmered beneath the surface. Eyes of fire flashed below the ripples of the mire. He leant closer until he felt the chill of the water on his cheeks, his hands squelching in the wet peat. He’d seen a face – where was she? There, under the reflections, something moved. Eyes of burning amber stared back at him, wide with fear.

A shiver skittered through his shoulders and down his spine. His skin tingled with goosebumps. He was seeing things. Nothing could live in the black bog. No fish, at any rate. An eel?

He pulled away, looked again: a girl, a face, terrified. Gone.

A trick of the light, he told himself, nothing more, though his heart pounded in his chest. What hair can burn under black water?

His father strode across the moor, yelling at him: “Robbie, get away from the pool. Look at the state of you.”

Robbie scowled. He wasn’t a child.

“Why are you kneeling in the mud? Don’t you know the water’s dangerous?”

But it wasn’t deep and Robbie could swim. Besides, there was nothing else to do out here except stand on the rock tomb and shriek at the wind.

His father pulled him to his feet. “Your jeans are a mess.”

His knees were caked in black mud. Stick a spade in the ground out here and this is what you got.

“Come help with the dig,” his father said, “we’ve found something extraordinary.”

What this time? A shard of pot or blob of black dirt that might be rusted metal? Robbie tried to sound interested. “Treasure? Gold? Dragon bones?”

“A body,” his dad said. “In the peat. A genuine bog body. There’s never been one found on this moor. It’s neolithic, two thousand years old at least. You can make out the features of his face, the bristles of his beard. He’s wearing a gold torc, a thick band of gold, must have been buried with it. And a ritual killing – all the signs are there: shreds of rope around his neck, as if he’d been hung, but a hole in his skull from the blow of a weapon. And cracked ribs, perhaps from a dagger struck to the heart. Overkill, they call it.”

In his mind’s eye Robbie saw the terror on the victim’s face, the glint of sunlight on a sharp blade and the grimace of the executioner. “Why do all that? What had he done?”

“He might have been a criminal, or a king for that matter, slaughtered when times grew hard, or he failed to protect his tribe. Maybe the climate turned against them, or the crops withered. Perhaps he lost a battle, or his people sickened. So they put him to death and sent him to the water. A human sacrifice. An offering to the spirits. Or a gift for the gods.”

Robbie glanced towards the mire. Is that where the ghosts lurked? Should he tell his father what he’d seen? He’d only laugh. “I don’t understand. They buried him in water, but you found him in the ground?”

“It was marsh, back then, maybe a shallow lake. The body must have sunk into the peat and mummified. We need to get it out before it rots. I’ve come for tools.” His dad gestured towards the stone tomb, which he had been excavating, off an on, for the past four summers. The top of it was still covered with layers of turf but the huge menhirs used to build the burial chamber had been exposed at the front and sides. The entrance was blocked with metal fencing padlocked together. His dad had the key but rarely opened it and he never let Robbie inside. The place was precious, he’d say, there were bones in there untouched for centuries. “Give me a hand with the bags. You can help with the dig.”

He could stand around and watch is what that meant. Fetch cups of tea and biscuits, bring trowels for the diggers, carry messages. Wash pottery. A waste of a summer as far as Robbie was concerned. He should be with Charlie, Jim and the rest. They’d be on the waste ground or down by the river, free of adults, doing their own thing. “Can I look in the tomb?”

“It isn’t safe. And stay away from the water. Don’t come here again, understand?”

The answer was always “no.” Robbie cast a glance back at the mire – black, cold and still.

His father fumbled with the keys, unlocking the padlock that secured the metal fencing around the tomb. “Stay here, I’ll go in and hand the stuff back to you.” He disappeared into the darkness and emerged moments later with a canvas bag of tools which he thrust at Robbie. “Be careful with that.”

Robbie grunted. They didn’t trust him with anything.

His father locked up the fencing. Robbie watched him secure the keys in a zip-up pocket of his jacket.

“Let’s get back to the dig. There’s lots to do. There’s a storm coming tonight. We found a sword, did I mention that?”

“Is it sharp? Can I have it?”

“Has to be cleaned up first. Then it goes to a museum. Or storage. It’s not all there. A bit of hilt, some metal.”

Not so exciting, after all. Robbie glanced again at the black mire. “I don’t get it. Why did they dump things in a pond?”

His father slung a rucksack of equipment over one shoulder. “There are finds from bogs across Europe. Gold and silver, swords, daggers, jewels – and bodies, all put into the water. It was sacred, a gateway, a passage to another world. But it’s hard to know why or what they believed. They left no writing, those ancient Celts. They’re a mystery, always will be.”

As they climbed out of the shallow dell the wind whipped across the moor, bringing a threat of rain. “You should wear a coat, you’ll catch your death,” his dad said, striding ahead.

“You sound like Mum.” That was an easy way to shut him up: mention Mum. Robbie scurried to catch up, clutching the bag of tools, too heavy to lug across the sodden moor. There was no arguing with his dad though, not in this mood. No reasoning, either. As he reached the lip of the hollow, Robbie glanced back one last time at the water. Was that a flash of fire?

“Keep up. Come on.”

Robbie longed to stay, to stare into the water and wait for the eyes to return.

“I won’t ask again,” his father yelled.

Robbie turned and headed away from the mire, shaking his head. There was nothing there, he told himself. It was only his imagination, running wild. How could there be flaming hair beneath the pond? Or a face? Though he saw it still, when he closed his eyes, as clear as day – a girl staring at him, horrified, as if she had glimpsed a shadow of a ghost, or a monster in human form from a savage, hidden world. 












Chapter Two




THE FIRELIGHT GIRL




EVELRYN CROUCHED OVER the black water, staring at the surface of the mire, waiting for the boy’s blue eyes to reappear. She lingered, half-hoping the face would return, but it was gone. A trick of the light she told herself, nothing more. She’d ask her grandmother, the old woman might know. Or maybe the wicce who lived in the woods, she’d understand. She knew the mysteries, though her answers came wrapped in riddles, tied up in rhymes.

The girl gathered her herbs and the eggs taken from a wood pigeon nest high in a yew tree, folded them in her shawl and made her way out of the dell into the chill of the afternoon breeze. Across the hillside men lugged a tree trunk from a copse. Smoke rose from the distant roundhouses. She glanced at the opaque sky and the pale glow of the sun. The best of summer had slipped away and already the evenings grew chilled, once a dew began to fall.

She made her way along the track, muddy from the passage of cattle and stones hauled from the quarry to the ceremonial site by the river. She kept out of the mud, sticking to the grass by the side, though the walking was difficult on sloping ground. A bird screeched behind her and she glanced back towards the black pool: only a hawk, circling high in the sky.

As she neared the roundhouses she saw her grandmother sitting on her favourite stone in the central clearing. Evelryn knelt beside her, took her hand and put the smooth, white eggs into her grasp.

“Unkind, to steal from them,” the old woman said. But she clutched the eggs all the same.

“I saw something today,” Evelryn said, and told the story of the black water.

“The old pond?” Her grandmother wagged a finger. “Haunted. Spirits from the old times. Stay away.”

“They used to give offerings there.”

“Not now. No use,” the old woman said. “No good can come of it. You stay clear.”

“But if there was a way…”

“There’s no way.” The old woman cut her short. “Be careful, you don’t know your strength girl, that’s the truth of it. Don’t go back, you promise me?”

Evelryn wrapped up the eggs once more. “I’ll put these safe.”

“You didn’t promise,” the old woman called as Evelryn walked towards the small roundhouse close to the tree-line. “Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

“Don’t worry,” Evelryn called back. But she knew the old woman wasn’t fooled.












Chapter Three




THE BOG BODY




ROBBIE TRUDGED AFTER his father down the grassy slope towards the dig. A series of pits and trenches lay open to the elements while others had been covered with tarpaulins. The work across most of the site had halted. The students, the archeologists, the helpers, volunteers and hangers-on had clustered around a particular trench, huddled together, peering at the ground.

Abi waved to them and brushed light blonde hair out of her face. Abi was younger than Robbie’s dad. Younger than his mum. Much younger. She ignored Robbie as they approached, but beamed her best smile for his dad and threw her arms around his neck. A diamond flashed in the afternoon sunshine. An engagement ring. Dad hadn’t said anything. When did this happen? Did they hope he wouldn’t notice? Did they think he wouldn’t care?

Dad was still married to Mum. They’d have to get that sorted first. Should he report his own father for bigamy? He could go to the police.

Or not.

But what about Mum? She deserved to know. She’d pretend she didn’t care, but that was an act. His parents were too weird for words.

But the ring must be new, or he’d have noticed before. And she was wearing it on the dig, showing it off to let everyone see. When did it happen? Last night? Today?

Robbie’s father took the bag of tools from him and issued instructions to his diggers, his students and volunteers. Robbie wormed his way through the crowd until he could peer down into the pit, where two young women knelt in the mud brushing at the dirt.

Even from this distance, in the gloom of the hole, Robbie realised his father had, for once, been right. Shrivelled and twisted, the mummified corpse still had skin on its head, neck and arms, tanned a dark brown as if soaked in tea. Its face was clear, the features preserved, but they seemed tortured as if he’d died in terrible pain.

It might even look cool, once they got it out of the mud. But it would be whisked away to some dark room, or locked in a cabinet. What was the point? Might as well leave it in the ground.

The work redoubled as his father shouted orders, urging the teams to get the pits and trenches covered before the storm came. But not the one with the body. Work would go on, into the dark, to excavate as much as possible before the rains arrived.

There was nothing here for Robbie to do. But there were still some hours of daylight. Why waste them? He went to his father who crouched beside the diggers.

“Can I go up to the moor, see the horses? Take photos?”

His father glared at him. “You won’t go near the water, or the tomb. Don’t go back there.”

“No, of course not.”

“I’ll be watching.”

“I’m taking photographs. All right?” He held up his iPhone. It was all he had for taking pictures, and it was of little use up here. Everything was too far away. He’d asked for a proper camera but they fobbed him off, every time. If he was good, they would say. One day, if he stayed out of trouble – but there was little chance of that.

He slipped off, heading away from the black mire. Once out of sight, Robbie ran towards the higher moor where the grass had been chewed short, the ground sodden and wet under his feet. He edged towards the ponies that lived wild up here but they jittered, becoming watchful and alert.

He skirted a withered tree, bent and twisted by high winds. The ponies shuffled as he moved closer, their heads down, still eating the coarse grass, but aware of this boy acting strangely. He should move slowly but he itched to get closer. He crouched low. The pony closest to him was listening, ready to run. It shook its head, shaggy hair on its neck whipping from side to side. The other ponies scampered further off then settled down once more. This time Robbie took long, sneaky strides but as he crept forward they took fright and bolted. The ponies ran as a herd, heading uphill.

Robbie swore to himself and tucked the phone in his pocket. It must be the wind in the wrong direction. Or something had alarmed them: a fox maybe, or a dog, the scent caught on the breeze.

He turned and headed towards a copse of trees. He’d found a badger set, weeks before, and even sneaked out one night to lie in wait and get a photo in the dark. But they never came. Either they had moved on, or his presence had disturbed them. He found fresh diggings, earth scattered and droppings. The badgers were here, but they wouldn’t come out in daylight. He could wait for dusk but his father would be fuming by then.

As he left the copse a buzzard swooped overhead and landed on the ground. It pecked at something then took off. It must have caught a rodent, a rabbit maybe? He ran ahead to look but the bird was long gone and its prey with it.

He turned in a circle, examining the moorland. There was nothing here, nothing to do. There was wildlife and animals he’d never see at home, but he couldn’t find them or get close enough to take a decent snapshot.

Out to sea, black clouds gathered. The temperature was dropping, with rain in the air. Robbie turned towards the dig, shoulders hunched. He needed something to do to fill the last days of summer and make him feel alive.

As he approached the site the archeologists were packing up, laying out tarpaulins and putting away their tools. The wind had picked up. The storm clouds rushed in across the Bristol Channel, heading for the coast. His dad was barking orders at anyone who would listen.

They’d be an hour at least. Robbie could sit in the car and wait. Or he could help. Or he could sneak away once more. Could he get away with it? Would he get in trouble? Worth it, for another look at that face, at those eyes under the water. He had to know – was it real? He sauntered towards the edge of the dig site but he didn’t get far. A voice boomed from behind him. His dad, angry. Again. Robbie stopped, looked back.

“Where are you’re going? Get back here.”

He shouldn’t have to take orders. He wasn’t a baby.

“I told you to stay out of trouble. Can’t you, just for once, for me?”

Robbie slunk back towards his father. “I was only…”

“Don’t leave my sight again. If you go missing, I swear, I’ll…”

He would what? He couldn’t do anything.

“Sit over there, where Abi can see you. And don’t move.”

Robbie mumbled and threw himself down onto the damp grass. He took out his iPhone and stared at it. No signal. No WiFi. No nothing. He should have taken a photo of the water but he thought of it only now when it was too late. A chance might come to try again, if he could slip away, go back to the mire, look into the dark water. He had to know – who was that girl, looking back at him with eyes on fire?












Chapter Four




HENCHMEN




A FIRE FLICKERED in the opening of a cave. Two men, big, ugly and mean, sat hunched over it.

Udal spat into the flames. “You know what I hate?” His face crunched into a scowl. He turned and glared at his companion.

“I’m sure you’ll tell me. Always do.” Thorben turned a half-cooked rat on a spit.

“You got a problem with that?”

“Why should I?”

“Outsiders. That’s what I hate most.”

“There ain’t none,” Thorben said.

Udal poked the fire with a stick. “Redcloaks I don’t like. Farmers. Shopkeepers. Women. Children. Animals. Can’t stand ‘em.”

“Not much you do like.”

“I hates people who talk too much.”

“You do?”

“And the ones who won’t talk, even when you stick ‘em with a knife and then you have to kill ‘em, with all the waste and the mess.”

“Who is it cleans that up? Always me. Don’t see no one else doing it. Work, work, it’s all I get.” Thorben rolled the rat over to cook the underside.

“Is that done yet?” Udal peered at the glistening flesh on the bones of the rat.

“Oh, that’s right. You want some now? So I get half a rat, though I caught it, I cooked it.”

“We’re partners. We share.” Udal said. “You don’t like it, go work with someone else.”

“Got no choice, ain’t up to me, is it? Do what I’m told. Same as you.”

“I hates people who complain all the time.” Udal shoved the stick into the fire so hard the burning branches tumbled and rolled, scattering ashes onto the cooking rat.

“Oh, that’s good. This kind of thing always happens to me,” Thorben said. “Spend hours skinning a rat and roasting it, then you spoil it. Thanks a lot.”

“It’s my rat too.”

“Not any more. No good for anyone.”

“I’ll still eat it.”

“You don’t deserve it.”

“Hand it over or I’ll stick you with a knife,” Udal said.

Thorben glared at him across the fire, and threw the rat into the flames. 












Chapter Five




HARD WORDS




“THIS STORM’s getting worse.” Robbie’s dad stared through the window at the blackness outside. The wind howled down the chimney and around the cottage, so fierce it might tear the building from the earth and hurl it across the moor. “No chance of digging tomorrow. We’ll catalogue the new finds. We can do it here, on the kitchen table.”

Robbie noticed Abi and his dad exchange a glance, a smirk, a smile. They behaved like kids. They should grow up.

He went back to his book, but his mind wandered and concentration escaped him. This cottage on the moors thing was all well and good in daylight, when the sun was shining and he could go outside and explore. But in the evenings, in bad weather, when his dad was in a foul mood, then the walls of the house crushed his spirit. He slapped the book shut. “When can I go home?”

“When school starts. Your mum’s busy. We’ve been through this.”

A thousand times, but still Robbie couldn’t get them to budge. They didn’t trust him alone in Mum’s house. Or anywhere. Not after what happened. But it wasn’t his fault. He didn’t do it. He was there all right but it wasn’t him. “There’s nothing here. Nothing to do. You haven’t even got a TV.”

“We don’t need one,” his dad said. “We can read. Talk to each other.”

Talk about what? Old bones? “My friends are at home.”

“That’s why you’re here.”

That was the truth. “So you can spy on me.”

“Keep an eye on you, yes. Keep you out of trouble.” His dad poured the emphasis on the word ‘trouble.’

Robbie threw his book on the floor and stomped from the room. He ran upstairs, flung himself on the bed and counted. Nine, ten, eleven. Sure enough, footsteps on the stairs. She was coming. The peacemaker was trying to be friends.

Abi tapped on the door. He said nothing. She knocked again and opened it. Robbie grunted. He lay on his back, hands behind his head, on top of the duvet still wearing his trainers. She glanced at them, frowned.

She sat on the edge of the bed. He turned away, stared out the window. The curtains were still open, but there was no light out there. No stars, no moon, no streetlights, or car headlights. No other houses for miles. Just empty wetlands and peat mires and bogs and moors.

“You should come downstairs, talk to him.”

“What’s the point?”

“He wants what’s best.”

“Yeah, for him. And you. Nice ring by the way.”

Her face flushed red. She looked away. “We were going to tell you. Pete said he’d talk to you about it.”

“No need now.”

“This is hard for all of us.”

“You seem happy enough.”

“You can’t go wandering off.”

“Who says I’ll wander? I just want something to do.”

“Your father’s busy, and his work is important. We have to make progress before the summer’s out.”

Work always came first, for adults. What happened to people as they grew up?

Abi took hold of his hand. He wanted to pull it away, but hesitated.

“Come downstairs.”

She was using her soft voice. He wasn’t falling for that. “I’m better here, thanks.”

“There’s something your dad wants to say to you.”

“About you and him?”

“Yes. No. Maybe. It’s time you talked. Go and see him. I’ll wait up here. You two need to talk. Man to man.” She smiled, her lips flickering.

Robbie wondered if she’d practiced that in front of a mirror. He decided she probably had.

He waited. She waited. She showed no signs of leaving. He sighed, snorted through his nose as he sat up and walked out without looking at her. Robbie stomped down the stairs. He knew the score. She’d been sent to fetch him. Dad would be down there waiting with some rehearsed speech or announcement or something like that.

The old wooden stairs creaked as he made his way down. The paint on the bannister had long-since peeled away, leaving the wood bare and rough under the palm of his hand. He slowed as he neared the bottom of the steps. He stopped on the final tread, one foot poised in the air, listening. Dad was in there, listening back, waiting.

“I know you’re there. Come in, for heaven’s sake.”

Robbie dreaded this. They hadn’t spoken, not yet, not properly, not since he came here earlier in the summer. Not about the thing. The event. The trouble. It was coming though, he sensed it. No escape.

He put his foot to the floor and let go of the bannister. He paused again in the doorway. “You wanted to see me?” Robbie stared at the carpet.

“Sit down.” His dad shuffled in his chair. Who was the more tense? His dad, Robbie reckoned. That might give him an edge in any negotiations. Then again, if he pushed too hard he might get banned from ever leaving the house. Or cuffed around the ear.

The room smelt stale, a musty odour of wet furnishings and damp air. His father had a book open on the chair, pretending he’d been reading, but he couldn’t have been, not in that dim light. All an act, a pretence, part of the charade of parenting and discipline.

The armchair creaked as Robbie sat down. The cloth on the arms was worn thin. The cushions were flat and lifeless and he could feel a broken spring threatening to spear him in the backside. He shifted over to one edge, sitting awkwardly and wishing he was anywhere but here.

“Robbie.” His dad paused. He’d chosen the serious, sombre voice. How bad could things get? “I know it’s hard for you here, with no one your own age. Living with me and Abi must seem strange. And we’re working all the time but it can’t be helped. You see that don’t you? We have our own lives. And my work is important. You saw the finds. You don’t get this often in a career. Once, if you’re lucky.”

He glanced up. His dad was staring at him, intently. Robbie looked away.

“You understand, we want what’s best, but your mother’s worried. I’m worried. That business. It’s serious.”

Robbie frowned, tried to hide it. Sure it was serious. What’s new?

“We need to be sure you’re keeping out of trouble. That’s why you’re here. Those boys you were hanging around with…”

“They’re my friends.”

“You should stay away from them.”

“Don’t tell me who my friends should be.”

“When you grow up Robbie…”

Here it came, pulling rank. His opinion didn’t matter because he was young.

“All right, let’s have it. The truth – what happened?”

“It wasn’t me.”

“Then who was it?”

Robbie paused. “I don’t know.” It sounded lame. It wouldn’t convince anyone.

“If you know who did it, you have to say.”

No, he didn’t. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Not ever.

“I’m your father and if I order you to do something, you’d better do it.”

“Or what?”

“You’ll be in a lot of trouble.”

Too late for that.

“You’re not going to tell me?”

Robbie glanced up, met his father’s stare. He saw his father’s eyes flash with anger. His mouth twitched. Adults hate defiance.

“I won’t have you hanging around with that gang.”

“They’re not a gang. They’re my friends.”

His dad lumbered across the room and grabbed a handful of thick, wild, scraggy hair. Robbie yelped in pain. He struck out, trying to get free. His dad let go but clasped him by the shoulders.

“Get off me.”

“Listen young man, you had better get a grip on yourself and fast or you’ll make mistakes that’ll ruin your life.”

Robbie pushed up and away out of the chair but his dad hung onto his t-shirt and pulled him back down. He struck out. Abi yelled from the doorway, telling them both to calm down. Robbie tried to get up, trod on his dad’s foot, coming down hard on the top of it, close to the ankle. His dad screamed and cuffed him across the head.

“You two are supposed to be talking, not fighting,” Abi said. “You’re behaving like children, both of you.”

What did she expect? If he was treated like a child, he’d behave like one.

Treat him like a trouble-maker, same thing applies.

Treat him like a criminal… they’d get what they asked for.

Abi was yelling. His dad leant on the mantelpiece, hopping on one foot, holding the other up by his knee, swearing for England.

“Come here you little…”

His dad had lost it. Time to get out. No point hanging around to take more abuse. Robbie ran past Abi, opened the front door – and stopped. Rain thumped down in sheets. A gale howled in off the sea. Not a night to be out.

No way he was staying home.

Abi made a lunge to grab him. He slipped out of her grasp, spun around and ran headlong into the teeth of the storm.












Chapter Six




STORMS BREAK




ROBBIE WAS SOAKED in moments. The wind lashed the rain across his face. He stumbled in the darkness, hands stretched in front of him in case he walked into a tree or wall. What about ditches, and bogs and streams? Where to go? There was nowhere, not on this moor. He looked back at the cottage, which stood all alone in a windswept corner of the moor. The front door was open. A torch flashed across the garden. Was that his dad calling or just the wind roaring through the trees?

Robbie kept moving, heading down the road. He didn’t have a coat and his jeans were soaked and heavy. His t-shirt stuck to him, clinging and cold. Water slopped around inside his trainers. He hated wet socks, more than homework or cabbage, but there was no going back. Anger hurled him forward, heating him from the inside. He’d show them. Let them worry. They deserved it.

He veered off the road, almost fell in a ditch, and staggered back, swaying to keep his balance. Best stay on the hard surface, he decided, it was the only way not to get lost. Behind him he heard an engine. He looked back: headlights. His dad was in the car, looking for him. No choice now. Get off the road, head over the moor and the wetland. There was nowhere to go but he didn’t care. He wanted to be alone, away from that house.

His feet sank into the sodden turfs. This wasn’t dry land, more like a lake with grass sprouting out of it. It made for heavy, hard walking and his leg muscles burned with the effort. Keep going, he told himself.

His dad’s car passed by on the road, going slow. It kept moving. They hadn’t seen him but they’d be back. They’d know he couldn’t go far. Not in this.

He slowed down as the rage of the argument oozed away. He brushed the rain off his face and forehead with the sodden sleeve of his t-shirt. Where was he? Robbie held up his iPhone, using it as a torch to peer into the darkness and the sheets of rain. There was something up ahead. The ground sloped away. It was the stone tomb. He’d stumbled all the way here, by luck. This was the only shelter for miles. The roof of the tomb would keep out the rain. The walls would hold the wind at bay. He grinned to himself. His dad would hate it. All the better.

But first, he’d have to move the fencing. He picked up the “keep out” sign and flung it out of his way. The fence itself would be harder. Three sections, each four feet wide and six feet high protected the doorway. He shook them, wishing he’d checked them over them in daylight. He ran his hands over the metal. The sections were chained together, held fast in place. He tugged at them with all his strength but nothing moved. He swore at the fence, and at his dad for being so finicky.

The wind and rain battered him. He had to get inside, there was nowhere else. And it was a way to hit back at Dad. That counted. It would be worth it, though he’d have to climb up and over the fencing, and drop down behind it. It was a tight fit, but he should make it.

He glanced towards the mire and shivered, but not from the cold. He glanced over his shoulder, span around. There was no one here. But he felt eyes on him. He sensed he was being watched.

It came from the water. He stepped closer, teetered on the edge, and shone the screen of his phone down on the pond. Rain spattered the surface, sending out circles of ripples. There were no reflections, no flaming hair. No eyes in the water.

He tucked his phone into a front pocket of his jeans, put both hands on the metal grid of the fencing. He raised a foot and tried to force it into the hole. His trainers were too big to fit. There was nothing for it. He crouched down, took off his shoes and tied the laces together then slung them around his neck. He gripped the fence again. This time his feet would fit through the holes, but the metal dug into his soles. He started to climb, ignoring the pain as best he could. The fence lurched and swayed, the chains clanked, but it held firm. He grabbed the top bar and pulled himself up, putting a hand out to stop himself from smashing into the stone.

He balanced almost tottering, holding with both hands onto the roof of the tomb. He needed to squeeze through and drop down. He was almost there, if he could just get his body weight over. He pushed his legs through and prepared to drop.

A flash of lightning arced across the sky. Thunder rumbled over the Bristol Channel. He blinked and glanced towards the black mire. Another flash of light, reddish, like the glow of embers, rippled across the water. Robbie stared at it, still balanced on the top of the metal fencing. He was seeing things. The lightning had messed with his night vision, nothing more. Stop seeing ghosts, he told himself, it’s only mud and stone and water.

He braced himself, tensed his muscles, counted to three and let himself drop. The fence swayed and crashed back onto the stone. He cracked his shoulder against the rock on the way down, the force of it throwing him into the fence. He rebounded, helpless and flailing. The back of his head thwacked against the hard granite of the ancient tomb and he collapsed onto the mud, under the shelter of the stone roof, out of the rain at last. He was cold and soaked and tired and his head thumped with pain but he was out of the wind.
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