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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PROLOGUE


Six people sat around a candle-lit table, in a low-ceilinged, oak-beamed room. They talked loudly and happily as the fourth bottle of wine gave up the ghost. Between them, on the table, lay the remnants of an enormous salmon trout, white-boned and picked clean. They were ebullient, because the Savilles always did things in style.


It was the sort of evening that Colin Saville welcomed. He sat quietly at the top of the table and listened to gossipy chatter about the City, about banking, and about commercial law. It was fascinating.


He himself was an archaeologist, and not given to enlarging on the details of his work. He invited acquaintances to supper because they were company he enjoyed, and their conversation was stimulating.


He was a tall, slimly built man in his mid-thirties, fair-haired and weather-tanned from the elements. He was active on the legal side of archaeology, but still enjoyed a simple dig.


Of course, in recent years there had been the deeper, more prevailing interest, which not even his wife knew about …


Janine smiled at him down the table. He smiled thinly back. She glanced down at the empty bottle of white wine (from their favourite vineyards in the Burgundy town of Meursault) but he shook his head. Four in one evening was quite enough.


Almost in the same motion he turned his head to glance at the open French windows. Janine was frowning too.


‘That’s Jessie …’


Conversation round the table stopped abruptly and the sound of the Savilles’ border collie, Jessie, became instantly audible. The dog was barking quite furiously. She was somewhere near the swimming pool.


‘An intruder?’ one of the guests suggested.


Saville said, ‘Jessie wouldn’t bark at an intruder. She’d probably play with them.’


‘A fox,’ Janine said. ‘Probably a fox.’


The sound of the dog stopped. Saville smiled and nodded. ‘Almost certainly. I lost two chickens to a fox last year. Did I tell you?’


‘Ah, the joys of country life,’ the banker said. ‘I can never understand –’


‘Daddy!’


Saville nearly jumped out of his seat as the cry from his daughter cut the banker’s sentence in two. Rachel was standing at the top of the stairs, peering through the banisters at the supper-party below.


‘What is it, darling?’


‘It’s cold. I’m freezing.’


‘But it’s a summer’s night, sweetheart.’


‘If she’s cold, she’s cold,’ Janine said, patiently, and Saville frowned. An extravagant man in certain ways, he hated to turn on the central heating prematurely, which seemed to be what was being suggested.


‘It’s freezing, daddy!’


‘All right, darling. I’ll come up.’


Saville excused himself from the table. Janine said, ‘There’s a duvet in her top wardrobe.’


Saville climbed the stairs, and the conversation blossomed again below. As he turned on to the upper landing he suddenly stopped and frowned.


The girl had not been dreaming. It was distinctly chilly here. His cheeks felt it, and the tip of his nose. Downstairs, the chatter was noisy and unbothered. But now Saville felt a distinct iciness that was not physical, and his heart started to flutter with alarm.


‘Daddy!’


He walked into Rachel’s room and looked coldly at his daughter. She was tucked up in bed, the summer duvet tugged to her chin. His breath frosted as he stood in the doorway and looked at her. ‘Hurry up,’ the girl said.


He reached for the thick winter covering and spread it over the bed. ‘Better?’


‘A bit.’


‘Try and sleep.’ He kissed Rachel’s head (her hair was frozen!) then checked the windows of her room, reaching up to feel for something at the corners. At the doorway he again ran his fingers lightly along the wood and sniffed.


Everything was in order.


Back on the landing he walked slowly towards his study. The landing was narrow and formed three quarters of a square. Below was an open-plan games-room, with doorways open to both the lounge and the small dining-area. It had been so hot earlier! A cool draught from the whole house had been very welcome.


‘Hurry up, Colin,’ Janine called.


‘I think we may have a burst pipe,’ he called back. ‘I’m going to check it.’


He heard her grumble, but then the dinner-table chatter continued. He approached his study and stopped. White frost formed in the air before him. A drop of moisture in his nose felt stingingly cold. The brass door-handle was almost impossible to touch, but he twisted it and stepped into the small, book-filled room. Here he kept his private papers, his desk and a couch for afternoon snoozing.


He closed the door behind him, murmuring words to himself, making a peculiar sign in the air. He held his fingers in a special way.


The entire room was frosted white. His teeth chattered slightly as the intense, supernatural cold began to penetrate his summer clothing. Two cobwebs sparkled in eerie blue light. It was dark outside, but the whole room was illuminated by the chill glow from its walls, floor and ceiling. He could make out the shape of every object in his study by its strange glow.


Stretched out on the couch, arms by his sides, eyes closed, chest rising almost imperceptibly, was the figure of a naked man. Because of the whiteness of the features, from hair to toes, it took Saville a moment to recognize the nature of the intruder, and his identity.


Then he gasped with shock, and felt a second, but more meaningful thrill of fear.


As he stared at the figure it began to sit up. It turned on the couch and stood. It stared at Saville, but there was a blind look about the eyes. The breathing was regular, but no frost formed in the air. The hands clenched and unclenched.


‘Daniel Brady,’ Saville murmured, shaking his head. ‘Well I’m damned. I’d thought …’ He broke off, smiling slightly. ‘Well I’m damned,’ he repeated, then asked more loudly, ‘How the hell did you find me?’


The figure said nothing, made no move.


‘I’m defended,’ Saville said. ‘You can’t hurt me. You can hurt my family, but you can’t hurt me.’


Still the apparition was silent.


‘You’re powerful. I give you that,’ Saville smiled cruelly. ‘But you’ll never be powerful enough. This sort of trickery is all right for ordinary people. But we’re used to it. You can’t hurt us. You’ll never hurt us. It’s just a matter of time before we destroy you.’


The apparition took a step towards Saville, and Saville jerked with shock, moving backwards until the door was against his back. Then he laughed. He was jumpy. This was just a psychic projection. It couldn’t see or hear. It was just a warning.


Then, on the apparition’s chest, a face began to glow, a small, skull-featured head, about the size of a child’s palm. Saville recognized it at once. The Viking talisman from Uffricshame, in Norfolk. He had spent weeks – earlier in the year – excavating at the old Anglo-Saxon town for that particular object of Viking power. Brady had thwarted him. It had not occurred to Saville, as he had escaped Dan Brady’s fury, that the man would actually find the talisman for himself.*


Clearly, Brady had succeeded where weeks of patient excavation had failed. Saville knew well what sort of power the screaming-skull amulet would confer upon its wearer …


Certainly power enough to account for Brady’s penetration of the psychic defences around the house.


‘I’ve found you,’ the apparition breathed, the voice a coarse hiss, utterly unlike a human voice. Saville shook with fright. But perhaps the voice, too, was just a static illusion, a programmed part of the projection. The figure had no consciousness.


It stepped forward again, and this time seemed to bend and wave, as if struggling.


Saville smiled and glanced down at the floor, where the trapping-circle was hidden. His entire house was defended, and riddled with psychic traps. The only nagging thought was how such an elemental could have entered this room at all.


Saville walked around the apparition, slapping his arms and shoulders to try and keep some warmth in his rapidly chilling body. Facing the blank-featured figure again, he smiled. ‘Well, Mr Brady,’ he said softly. ‘You’ve rather overstepped the mark this time.’ He chuckled at his own joke, glancing down at the circle’s edge. ‘If you’re going to play supernatural tricks on people, you really ought to get proper training first. We’ll be one jump ahead of you all the time.’


As if in reply, the whole room reverberated to a sudden blow. The air was split by a shocking crack. Every bookshelf trembled, every loose object in the room shifted by a few inches. The windows rattled, the light fixture in the ceiling swung violently.


Saville was taken by surprise and stepped back again. As he turned to face his desk, so a glowing shape appeared there.


‘What the devil …?’


Rapidly, the blur of glowing white coalesced into a girl’s face, and it was a face he recognized very well. Long hair, sparkling eyes, a mischievous grin. The face came towards him, towering above him.


‘Remember …’ the apparition of Daniel Brady hissed. ‘Remember Marianna … my daughter … my daughter … where is she? Where is she kept?’


How the hell was Brady doing this? Saville backed away, but the child’s face followed, looming over him. He could almost hear the girl’s laughter, and then the sound of her sobbing.


Another face formed, this time a boy’s, shy and nervous. The hair was dark, the features sensitive. The apparition of Brady pointed towards Saville. ‘Remember … remember Dominick … my son. My son. Where have you taken him?’


‘I don’t know,’ Saville stammered. He was frozen. He could see the phone on his desk. He wondered if Janine and the guests had heard the sound of the shock. But he had designed this room to be utterly soundproof. He had to get help. Brady was close by. He had to be close by. How else could he project not two but three apparitions? He was almost certainly in the grounds. But that damned amulet. What help was it giving him? What extra power?


‘Damn you, Brady. Damn you …’


But how could he damn a man who had almost literally come back from the dead to pursue those who had abducted his family?


Saville had been there on that winter’s night. He had followed the rest of the group of collectors into the darkened lounge. The place had been half-decorated for Christmas, a pathetic sight that had amused him. He had watched the rape of Brady’s wife, Alison, and it had meant nothing to him, a cold act, coldly witnessed. These people meant nothing beyond the sacrifice they would make to the greater cause. He himself had carried the inert body of the boy out into the cold night, knocking him senseless when he had begun to struggle again. The boy would be taken north. The girl to the east. The woman … there were plans for the woman.


Saville’s own daughter, Rachel, would soon herself be a part of that same plan. He had offered her to Arachne as his gift. In a year or so, when the call would come, he would dispose of Janine and lead his daughter to the secret place called Magondathog.


Her life for his own immortality.


He would leave his own house as they had left Brady’s that night: burning.


He remembered the flames. He remembered the sight of Daniel Brady himself, trussed up like a Christmas turkey and dead by strangulation, lying by the side of the burning sofa.


It had gone wrong. It had gone badly wrong. It had gone wrong in a way that could not be explained. For the house had survived, and Dan Brady had stepped back from the grave …


To become a hunter. A death-hunter.


And he was powerful.


A third face formed in the room, an older woman, narrow-featured, beautiful, her face smiling, eyes twinkling.


‘Alison …’ hissed the ghostly figure of Brady himself. ‘Remember Alison. I can’t forget her. Where is she? Where is she? My wife … my wife …’


Saville said nothing. The ghost of the man watched him blindly, pointing its finger towards him. But it was trapped in the circle. The faces were merely secondary echoes.


Saville stepped quickly through the shimmering images. His heart nearly shot from his chest with fear, but he reached the desk and snatched the phone from its cradle. The faces were still watching him, the reminders of Brady’s family, the three people that Arachne had taken months before.


He dialled a number.


Damn Brady! Damn him for following! Damn him for surviving the attack.


A voice answered on the other end of the phone.


Saville said, ‘Never mind that. Just listen. I’m at home and Brady is attacking me, Daniel Brady, remember? He’s here …


‘Right. Brady. How the hell can this keep happening… ?


‘I don’t care about that, I thought we’d dispensed with him …


‘Well he’s here now …


‘Yes, an elemental …


‘Yes …


‘How the hell do I know? He’s here, he’s manifesting …


‘Not physical, no, but that damned amulet is the problem …


‘God only knows …


‘Close by, yes, that’s what I thought …


‘Monitor my house, that’s all I ask …


‘Yes, just get a guardian out here, quickly, quickly!’


He slammed down the receiver then reached out to a glass cabinet and drew down a shotgun.


Walking around the apparition he cast it a last, angry glance. ‘I’ll get you now, Brady. I’ll finish the job that should have been finished months ago.’


As he spoke the words, so the ghost vanished and the faces faded. The coldness in the room dissipated in a second, and the eerie glow disappeared. Saville ran out onto the landing and raced downstairs.


‘We’ve got an intruder!’ he shouted to his guests, and everyone stood from the table and began to talk all at once.


Janine was terrified. ‘Rachel …?’


‘She’s fine. But there was a man in her room.’


‘Oh my God!’


‘Leave her!’ Saville shouted, as his wife tried to run upstairs. ‘He’s still in the grounds. We’ve got to find him.’


The two male guests needed no further prompting, nor did the banker’s wife, who shrugged on her cardigan and picked up the short-bladed salmon knife.


Outside it was dark. The moon was half full and low over the giant chestnut tree that stood in the middle of the wide lawn.


‘We need torches,’ the banker said.


‘We’ve got them. Fire torches for later.’ Saville had been intending to invite the guests to go nude swimming in the pool by firelight. They had done it before, and it was always a popular way to end the evening. The torches he had made were brands of dried grass and creeper and wood chips, tightly wound around hazelwood hafts, then drenched in paraffin. He struck them alight with a match. The torches flared furiously in the dark night. Each of the guests then ran in different directions carrying sticks to act as cudgels.


Saville himself ran towards the main gates, to the cluster of oaks that stood there. The gates were locked and the wall was high. Brady might still be trying to get out of the grounds.


As Saville ran, the fire from his torch streamed behind him, sparks flying up into the night.


After the effort of projecting his elemental image he’ll be weak, he thought.


He’ll be weak. Drained. He won’t be able to get out of the grounds!


Weak. Helpless …


Jessie, the dog, barked and scampered about the garden, following each bright streamer of fire in turn. The voices of the guests were shrill and loud in the night, calling to each other, shouting that they’d found nothing.


Saville reached the wrought-iron gates and rattled them, ensuring that they were still locked. The cars were parked just inside. His torch threw the crowded oaks into eerie yellow relief.


‘Where the hell are you?’ Saville growled as he ran around the wall, keeping the fire away from the trees, holding the heavy shotgun with difficulty.


He turned back towards the gate, and a thin bright light flashed out of the darkness just in front of his face. The movement of the cold metal was so fast that he hardly had time to register its presence and cry out for help …





The oak tree by the main gate was burning. Janine saw it, screamed and ran towards it. ‘The cars!’ she cried, and from around the garden the others came running, dropping their firebrands, suddenly panicking as they saw the flames reaching closer to their precious vehicles.


The whole tree was flaring. It was like an immense November bonfire, licking high into the night. Branches fell; fire crackled. Janine walked towards the dying tree and stared through the wall of brilliant yellow flame.


Something like a Guy Fawkes dummy was wedged in the branches, slumped forward as it crisped and burned, its arms dangling loosely by its sides.


After a while it slipped from the tree and fell heavily, still alight, to the ground below.




But from which earth, and grave, and dust,
The Lord shall raise me up, I trust.


Sir Walter Raleigh





PART ONE




The Shrine






1



Another day, another lay, Geoff Cochrane thought to himself as he walked with his daughter, Nancy, along Anerley Avenue to the gates of her school. He smiled thinly to himself, but said aloud, ‘Ah well, another day, another textbook.’


Nancy hardly acknowledged the attempted humour. She made a sort of huh sound, and sank even deeper into the black mood that had possessed her since the day before. Cochrane sighed. Nancy was ten years old, a very small, very pretty girl, with bright yellow hair imperfectly brushed. Without thinking, Cochrane reached out and smoothed down the wild locks. Nancy glanced at him angrily.


‘Here we are,’ Cochrane said. They were by the gates to St Mary’s primary. The children had already gone into the school hall from the playground. A single female figure stood on the steps, distantly watching. Nancy stared at the teacher and sighed irritably.


‘Who’s that?’ Cochrane asked.


‘Miss Bowman. She’s awful.’


‘Your teacher?’


‘All the time. I don’t like her. She’s cold. We never laugh.’


Nancy turned to her father and stared up at him, and Cochrane crouched down, smiling. The girl’s eyes were rimmed with dark lines. There were little lines too, above her nose, where she frowned too often. Her pale eyes seemed slightly moist, and Cochrane felt very uncomfortable.


‘Sandwiches,’ he said, passing her the paper parcel.


She accepted the lunch without comment, then said, ‘Have you got yours?’


Cochrane patted his jacket pocket. ‘Egg and cress.’


‘Yuk,’ said the girl, deliberately.


‘You’ve got ham and marmalade.’


‘That’s better.’


‘Are you warm enough?’


‘Are you?’


‘I’ll be all right,’ he said. The day was crisp, although it was still early September; it was as if, overnight, autumn had edged summer aside. His breath had frosted slightly that morning when, at six-thirty, the two of them had crawled reluctantly from their sleeping bags (in Mrs Buxton’s boarding-house) to make breakfast.


The woman on the steps blew her whistle, two short, almost reluctant sounds, a gentle reminder that assembly was already underway and the school gates would soon be locked. Cochrane raised a hand and the teacher waved back, then turned into the building.


‘Off you go,’ said Cochrane, straightening up. Nancy stared up at him. Her father said, ‘Give ‘em hell.’


Nancy said, ‘Be careful.’


‘I’m always careful.’


‘No you’re not. You’re never careful. Remember –’


‘Manston Manor!’ he said loudly and in unison with his daughter. They both smiled. Nancy always brought up Manston Manor. Repeatedly. Endlessly. She would never let him forget.


‘Well you just do that!’ she said sternly, tapping him at hip level. ‘I don’t like it when you do things without me.’


‘Good God, girl, you’re only ten years old. You sound so like June sometimes …’


‘Don’t invoke the dead. It’s dangerous.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Anyway, mummy wasn’t firm enough with you.’


‘How would you know?’


She gasped with exasperation. ‘I do remember her, you know. I’m not thick.’


‘Of course you’re not. I remember her too,’ he said softly. ‘All the time.’


Nancy wasn’t going to allow him a moment’s maudlin sentiment. ‘Well you’ve got me now. I just wish …’ She stared at the red-brick school.


‘What do you wish?’


‘I wish I didn’t have to go in there, for a start. It’s so boring.’ She looked up at him. ‘And I wish I could come with you today.’


‘I’ll be fine. It’s a routine lay, I’m sure of it.’


‘With those farmers …’


‘They know what the ghost looks like. They know the land.’


‘I don’t trust them.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘That old one …’


‘What, Ed Blanford? I can’t think why.’


‘He carries a shotgun.’


‘Farmers often do.’


Nancy was manifestly irritated with her father. Her face was quite pale, and her features were lined with concern. ‘He’s clumsy. He carries the gun as if he’s nervous. He’ll use it.’


Cochrane shrugged. ‘What does that matter? He’ll shoot an apparition. If that’s what cheers him up …’


‘That’s what I mean! He’ll fire at the ghost. Where does the shot go? Somewhere. Knowing you, you’ll be on the other side …’


‘That’s not fair,’ Cochrane said loudly, put out by the insinuation.


Nancy said loudly, ‘Manston Manor, daddy.’


‘That was different, for heaven’s sake.’


‘Stupidity by any other name, for heaven’s sake.’


‘That’s what June used to say.’


‘I know. I remember.’


Abruptly, Cochrane reached out and swivelled his daughter round, propelling her firmly towards the school. ‘Too damned cocky by half,’ he said after her. Without looking round, Nancy shouted back, ‘You just be careful.’


‘I’ll try,’ he called after her. ‘But you know me.’


‘Manston Manor,’ she called as she walked aggressively to the school steps. And added, ‘Highbrook Field. Minster Lovell. Watch out for jumpy farmers.’


When she had gone, Cochrane smiled. He noticed that he was shaking slightly; memories of June had been brought to the fore by seeing this miniaturized version of his wife in full, angry swing. There were tears in his eyes and he quickly wiped them away. Foolish, he thought. It was five years since June had been taken from him. A long time to get over the grief. But with little Nancy as a constant reminder, somehow that last ten per cent of a shadow of sadness would never go away. This time he let the tears well up in his eyes, walking slowly back along the lane to the bus stop.


‘Dammit, I’m late. No time for dawdling.’


He shrugged his heavy backpack on to his shoulders and walked more briskly, thinking ahead to his rendezvous on Pitthurst Hill.





It’s no life for the girl. I ought to settle her somewhere, in a proper school. She’s growing up too fast, but without a proper education …


Cochrane sat on the upper deck of the bus, watching as the town of Anerley was left behind and the land opened out into a hilly spread of farms, the ridges tree-capped, the fields a mix of late summer colours. He should have been thinking about the haunted wood, and how he might set about the laying of the ghostly presences that had been terrorizing the farms around. But as usual he was obsessed with feelings of guilt about the way his profession was affecting his daughter.


Cochrane was a ghost-hunter. He was a small, stocky man with a shock of fair hair that he combed back; it fell lank and unkempt about his shoulders. His face was weather-tanned and hard, much lined. He had lived with grief and anger for five years. He had lived rough, sleeping in tents or on floors for more weeks than he had lived in comfort. All of these things were marked upon him, and were becoming marked upon Nancy.


He should have put his daughter into a boarding school, he knew well enough. But his work was erratically paid, and his private funds limited. So he had taken the girl with him, since June’s death. He played fair with the Social Services and did his utmost to give them no real cause for concern. Nancy had attended schools all over the country, never staying longer than half a term at any one. He could work it quite easily while she was young, but soon she would be at the age for secondary education. What would happen then? She would have to settle.


And he would lose her. And in that way he would lose the ghostly presence of June, his support, his strength.


The bus pulled up close to the old water-mill, a ruined shell of a building that still straddled the shallow flow of the River Dour. Cochrane jumped down and shivered in the cold air. The land was very slightly misty, and up on the ridge that led to Pitthurst Hill a veil of grey made the trees dark and uninviting. Somewhere up there the farmers would be waiting for him, and he didn’t hesitate, climbing the roadside fence and trudging up across the corn stubble of the nearest field.


Another day another lay. Or so he hoped. The farmers had offered him good money to come and put an end to their haunting. Often he was offered a pittance. Occasionally his employer would renege on payment and that always proved difficult. How could he say, ‘But I got rid of your ghost’ when there was no tangible evidence to back him up. The best payment came from mildly eccentric landed gentry. Cochrane’s inner sight, and Nancy’s heightened perception, were two tools that could more often than not tell where there was spiritual energy about, and frequently the house was psychically ‘cold’.


But, of course, Cochrane could always manufacture a ghost, and then get rid of it. His most spectacular exorcisms were sham, trickery. And they paid well. He could manage a better-than-average wage, but often found it difficult to advertise his talents, and whole seasons might pass while he waited, on the poverty line, for a letter to come.




‘Dear Cochrane. My home, at Manston Manor, is infested with ghosts, most clearly from Cromwellian times, and I understand you are in the business of getting rid of them. Come at once. I shall expect you tomorrow afternoon, and can accommodate you in the house. We shall discuss fees later. Sincerely, Lord Edwin Angus deWells.’





Arrogant letters; empty houses; two weeks’ luxury bed and board; a theatrical night; a fee of five hundred pounds.


It didn’t always work as easily. At Manston Manor he had failed to detect the raw psychic energy of the adolescent gardener’s assistant, a lad who was mentally retarded and even more deeply disturbed by one of the daughters of the house. Cochrane had almost been impaled on a garden fork, which the boy, without being aware of it, had flung twenty yards!


I’ll be careful, Nancy, he murmured as he crossed the gate into a field of bright yellow rape.


Over the ridge he found the track that led between hills to the Blanford farm and on, then, to the smaller farm owned by the Kitting family. Distantly, through the dewy haze, he could see the darkly wooded ridge where the farmers would be waiting. Pitthurst Wood was broader and wider than the usual beechwood stands round about, probably because it covered an unusual and dangerous archaeological site. No doubt Blanford would have loved to have cleared the beech and set the high ground to crop, but he wasn’t allowed to by law, and so far he had respected that law.


But something in that wood had little or no respect for Blanford and the other farmers around, and when Cochrane had first arrived he had found three quite shaken families, desperate for an end to be put to the terrifying apparitions which were infesting the surrounding landscape.


They had not associated the ghosts with Pitthurst Wood. Cochrane had done that, from the name, from the ancient tin mines that the wood covered, and from plotting the sites of several apparitions, as reported to him (he had seen no ghosts himself) and finding a common centre.


It had taken him two weeks to fix upon Pitthurst Hill. Today he was going to try and find the precise source of the haunting.


He soon saw the three farmers and waved to them as he climbed slowly up the hill towards them. They were all dressed in heavy-duty jackets, with caps or woollen hats perched above their ruddy faces. Blanford had his shotgun crooked in his arm, broken at the breech. He was the only one who wore wellington boots. The other two, Ben Kitting and Jack Goddard, carried small knapsacks and staffs. A pick-axe and two shovels were propped up against a tree.


Jack Goddard, who was years younger than the other two men, waved as Cochrane approached. Blanford and Kitting merely watched him, scowling.


‘Chilly day,’ Cochrane called as he approached.


‘Aye,’ said Blanford sourly. ‘Especially if you’re standing doing nothing for an hour or more.’


‘Sorry I’m late. Had to get my daughter to school.’


Goddard shook hands with him. He was shorter than the others and was a pleasant enough man, not from the area. Blanford’s and Kitting’s families had owned the farms here for generations, and the land was in their blood. As is too often the way with country folk, they were narrow and unwelcoming, and did not think highly of Jack Goddard.


‘Let’s get started, shall we?’ Blanford said, still grumpy.


‘There’s no hurry,’ Cochrane replied.


‘That may be so for you, Mr Cochrane. But there’s some of us got animals to tend, and fertilizer to spread.’


‘I said I wanted you for a day. I assumed you would make arrangements.’


‘Easier said than done,’ murmured Kitting, shivering inside his dark jacket. ‘But we’ll stay as long as it takes.’


‘What shall we do, Mr Cochrane?’ asked Jack Goddard. ‘Spread out and beat the brush?’ He laughed and Cochrane smiled too, imagining ghosts fleeing from cover in the fashion of pheasants.


‘First things first.’ He looked at Blanford. ‘What do you intend doing with the gun, Mr Blanford?’


‘Well, I’m not going to play a jig on it, Mr Cochrane.’


Ignoring the man’s abrasive tone, Cochrane drew out his pipe and began to tamp tobacco into it. ‘You can’t shoot ghosts.’


‘I feel happier with it.’


‘I’d feel happier without it. If elemental energy does form, and startles you, I’d rather not end up as peppered steak.’


‘I know how to use a gun, Mr Cochrane,’ Blanford informed him acidly. ‘I’m fifty-two years old and I’ve carried a gun since age five. I haven’t yet shot a man by mistake, exceptin’ a skinhead this time last year, and that hardly counts.’


Cochrane could see that he was fighting a losing battle. ‘Very well. Let’s go inside the aura …’


‘The what?’ Goddard asked as the four of them stepped forward to the woods.


‘Inside the shadow of the wood,’ Cochrane said. ‘If the ghost, or ghosts, are tied to the woodland I’ll begin to sense them inside the actual edge. A woodland is an entity, Mr Goddard. Its root-system and canopy form a cyclic whole. The individual trees are just like separate cells.’


‘Don’t understand that,’ Ben Kitting said gruffly. ‘Wood is wood. This one’s out of bounds to my children. Too many pits.’


Pitthurst Wood was not dense. The canopy formed incomplete cover, and the underbrush was a tangle of briar, bramble and browning fern. The ground was not even, but thrown up into humps and barrows, between which were deep craters, the rubble spill within them overgrown and compacted. These were the remaining signs of the once feverish activity on the summit of Pitthurst Hill because of its wealth of tin so close to the surface. Two thousand years removed or more, burrowings into the hill had formed shafts and tunnels that had long since been filled in, although Jack Goddard had said that local lore told of people occasionally vanishing through a field into a collapsed mine-hole. The tunnels were said to extend for miles around, like a network of subterranean passages, some reaching as far as Anerley. It sounded very unlikely to Cochrane. He had also established that no one in living memory had suffered the ‘subsidence’ fate, and surveying the surrounding land the day before he had seen no obvious depressions in the stable farmland which would testify to such a collapse.


Nevertheless, the fact that Pitthurst Hill was associated with such legends told Cochrane that the site had power.
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