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  CHAPTER ONE


  The Oil Rig Incident





  THE vision I had shared with Doctor Gwyn Rowlands continued to haunt me in the days after the event. In my minds eye the scene played itself over again and again: the desperate uphill flight from the Roman legionnaires, the shouts and screams of our vanguard resisting the invaders attack, gaining time for the shaman and I to reach the stone circle on the summit of the hill.




  What had it meant? Rowlands had claimed our vision had been a flashback of a real historical event: the invasion of Anglesey in 61 AD. He claimed to have experienced similar visions before and the truth was I did feel a special bond with him.




  In other circumstances I might have explored the comradeship with Rowlands that the visions and dreams seemed to hint at, but fear stopped me. I didn’t want to do anything that might endanger my relationship with Helen, having lost Cindy in a terrible subway incident, I wanted some peace and security. Another fear tormented me, one I did not dare admit: that it was not a house and an estate I had inherited but an ancestral past that would engulf me if I pursued it… and maybe this was my benefactor’s plan all along.




  The discovery of the skeleton had shocked me; not its existence but the connection I had felt. Convinced it was me… I conceived the skeleton to be a kind of husk, a husk my very soul had once inhabited. It was an idea I found so preposterous and disturbing, I could not bring myself to share it with anyone. I could laugh at the idea of it away from the house but here, stood in this ancient building, I knew it to be true.




  I had kept another secret from Helen and Rowlands. Unseen by anyone, I had removed a medallion from around the skeleton’s neck and slipped it into my pocket. The medallion was a puzzle; except for one detail, it was identical to a medallion pressed into my hands by Henry Adams, as he lay bleeding to death from his wounds. This was the same Henry Adams friend and confidant of my benefactor and relative, Elwyn Huw Madoc, former resident of the Plas Pybyrdor, the house I had inherited and who had met a mysterious end in the chapel.




  I resolved to ignore the call of the past and may have succeeded had Helen not discovered the medallion.




  She found it whilst she dried her hair one morning. I’d placed it in one of the drawers in the dressing table.




  “This is beautiful, what is it?” she said pulling the medallion from the drawer, holding it by the chain and letting it swing from her hand. “I love the way the dragons are curled around in a circle.”




  I had just come from the shower: bath towel around my midriff and towelling my hair. I lowered the hand towel from my head and stopped mid-stride, not knowing what to say.




  Her expression changed as she scrutinised the artefact, her brow furrowing into a frown. “Is this the medallion that guy Adams gave you?”




  I remained standing next to the bed, uncertain how to respond.




  She turned and looked at me, the frown still on her face. “Hang on, I thought you said the medallion was stolen from your flat in Manhattan?”




  I cleared my throat. “It was.”




  “So what’s this then?”




  I sighed, uncertain how to explain.




  “So the medallion was never stolen? Did you just make that up?”




  “No of course not… the one you’re holding is another one”




  Her right eyebrow arched.“Another one?”




  “Yes, look… I didn’t want to say anything… I found it on the skeleton.”




  She stood up. “What? You found this in the chapel here?”




  “Yes, with the skeleton… along with the sword and the brooch and I took it. No-one saw me.”




  “Josh, that’s not the point…why? Why did you take it?”




  I shrugged. “I’m not sure, I guess I wanted time to look at it. It’s slightly different to the one Adams gave me in Manhattan. That one had a Latin inscription, this one doesn’t.”




  “I still don’t see why you took it.”




  “Well, doesn’t it seem odd to you? This guy Adams gives me a medallion as he lies dying on a Manhattan sidewalk and then I inherit a property in Britain and find a nearly identical one on a skeleton? Given all we’ve discovered about Huw Madoc don’t you think that was just a little curious?”




  Helen studied the medallion again and then looked at me. “Yes, it is curious. What did the Latin mean?”




  “It doesn’t matter, I’m putting it all behind me now. Like you said, it’s time to move on.”




  She didn’t reply for a few seconds, tracing the outline of the dragons with a finger. “Josh, tell me what the latin meant.”




  I sighed again. “… dum spiramus tuebimur… Whilst we breath, we defend…or something similar.”




  Helen nodded and examined the medallion again. “It is odd,” she said after a long pause. “Perhaps Adams and Huw Madoc did belong to some kind of Order. That report the PI drew-up, mentioned initiating you into something.”




  “I was going to put the medallion back. Just leave it in the chapel and say nothing… let Dr Rowlands discover it and take it away. It’s what we agreed, you know, no more chasing after weird stuff.”




  Helen looked at me, her brown eyes searching mine. “I was wrong,” she said. “You need to follow this up don’t you?”




  I shook my head. “No, honestly, things are best left. I’m happy with that.”




  Helen took my hand and gave a little laugh. “You’re a terrible liar you know?”




  She kissed me on the lips. “I think we need to see this archeologist guy again, maybe tell him about things… not just the medallion, the other stuff too, see what he says.”




  “Really?” I said.




  “Yes, I admit I’m starting to find all this quite interesting.”




  I pulled back a little. “You’re not just humouring me?”




  “No, I agree some pretty strange things have happened, so let’s check them out. I’m sure we’ll find a logical explanation for everything.” She kissed me again. “I’ll tell you what, why don’t we make a big effort next week-end? I’ll come over and stay again and we’ll see if we can make sense of what you’re feeling… do some research together?”




  “Sounds good to me,” I replied.




  “And how about inviting Doctor Rowlands over for supper one evening soon?”




  “Yes,” I said, “good idea.” Maybe I’d tell him about the connection I felt to the skeleton and show him the medallion.




  Helen frowned. “However, you have been naughty and we can’t let that go unpunished…” With one deft flick of the wrist, she wrenched the towel from my waist and pushed me to the bed.




  





  The house seemed quiet the next morning once Helen left for work. She rang later to say she had already spoken to Dr Rowlands at the University. He would be joining us for dinner on the Saturday evening.




  I decided I ought to tie-up a couple of loose ends before his visit. So much of what I’d experienced seemed subjective or just conjecture. The few facts I did have stood in isolation to one another, nothing appeared to connect them. I was desperate to follow-up any lead that might shed more light on matters.




  There were a number of leads I needed to pursue. In particular, the annotations on the two maps needed further investigation, the map of Anglesey with the two red lines and the other map of the three cities of Baltimore, Philadelphia and Manchester all ringed in red ink. I examined the map of Anglesey, the lines dissected the island and headed out to sea. Next to the junction of two red lines off the coast was written the simple but enigmatic words, ‘Hamilton Incident’




  I’d already tried a cursory search on the internet back in the States. I’d given up after wading through hundreds of web sites related to people, companies and places called Hamilton none of which appeared to have any relevance. I’d refined the search but nothing had come up that made any sense until I googled,‘Hamilton Irish sea’. The search found a report from a newspaper entitled, ‘Two Missing on Hamilton Oil Irish Sea Rig’. I scanned through the article,




  … A search for two crew members of Hamilton Oil’s Irish Sea rig was called off yesterday evening following an exhaustive search by air-sea rescue services. A spokesperson for the Royal Air Force rescue services from RAF Valley in Anglesey said deteriorating weather had made it impossible to continue search operations.




  The two men, not yet named until their families have been informed, are believed to have gone missing two nights ago. Weather conditions on the night they disappeared were mild and it was hoped the men might have survived in the water. The rig, which lies out in the Irish Sea, had enjoyed a one hundred percent safety record until the tragedy. Now workers are claiming to have seen strange lights resulting in a refusal last month of three employees to work on the rig…




  I found just two other items on the same web page. The follow-up piece, written a day later was headed, ‘Two Named in haunted Rig Tragedy’. The article included a statement of regret from their employer and went on to detail comments from a colleague.




  … Meanwhile a crew member on the rig the night the two disappeared claimed to have seen brilliant flashes of light. Simon Carter, aged 43 said, “I know it sounds daft but something was out there that night, something not human. I saw those flashes with my own eyes, I know what I saw.”




  The article1 concluded with a paragraph about the psychological effects of living in the isolated and remote conditions of rigs located out at sea. The final article was a small piece following up on the inquest. I could have guessed the verdict, ‘Death by misadventure’. The bodies were never found and were presumed lost at sea.




  I sat back in my chair trying to puzzle out what these three news items meant. This had to be the ‘Hamilton Incident’ Huw Madoc had noted on the map. I’d bet money the intersection of the two red lines he’d drawn marked the exact location of the rig. The rig workers had described an event with similarities to what I’d seen myself at Plas Pybyrdor: the bright flashes and the sense of unease, not to mention the death of Huw Madoc himself. But how did these things connect with everything else: the medallion, the deaths in Manhattan, Huw Madoc’s wartime activity and Dr Dee to name but a few? Were they connected at all? I still seemed no nearer the truth. Then, I made another discovery.




  





  Too busy googling on the internet, I’d ignored the frequent ping of incoming e-mails. Stopping my searching for a coffee break, I wandered back with my mug and clicked the inbox to reveal fifteen new messages, all from the same sender: an ‘smberry’. Strange, I didn’t know an SM berry. In common with the earlier e-mails, they just contained strings of numbers. All except one: a brief and rather terse message.




  ‘Why are you sending me these messages?’ was all it said. I read the message again; why was I sending messages? This person had a nerve! I placed the coffee down, pressed ‘Reply’ and started typing… I have received your e-mail along with around fifteen others today. Please unsubscribe me immediately. PS I have not sent you any e-mails aside from this unsubscribe request…




  I was about to hit ‘Send’ when I hesitated… I should check my sent box first. I clicked on “Sent”




  “What the hell?” I muttered, shaking my head at the long list of e-mails to ‘smberry’. I hadn’t sent these!




  I took a sip of coffee before checking the contents of the forty e-mails, each one was the same: lists of random numbers, the same garbage I’d been receiving!




  I deleted my original response and composed a more conciliatory reply …Sorry about the message. I don’t know how they were sent. I’ve received the same from you… I paused to consider whether I should communicate any other information. Curiosity got the better of me… My name is Josh MacMaddock, I’m an American just starting post grad studies in the UK. Where are you from?… I clicked the send icon and wondered how long it would take to get a reply.




  CHAPTER TWO


  Noises in the Night





  I didn’t get to see Helen until Tuesday when she agreed to stay-over as she had a client appointment in Anglesey on the Wednesday morning. The day dragged without Helen. There was plenty of activity. Mrs Gill arrived on the Tuesday to do her housekeeping chores, the gardener called and introduced himself and a team from the university came to see the skeleton and arrange for its removal. Bob and Cath rang and confirmed their visit in the New Year. Despite these comings and goings, I missed Helen’s company and found myself impatient for the evening and her stay-over.




  I was there to meet her on the drive when her car drew-up. I saw the car headlights following the winding lane down towards Plas Pybyrdor before turning into the driveway. I dashed out and pulled her from the car, holding her to me and kissing her with a passion that surprised even me.




  “Did you miss me?” she said once we stopped to breathe, a smile spreading across her face.




  “You bet,” I said stroking her cheek.




  “Me too,” she whispered, her fingers playing with the curls on the nape of my neck.




  The sound of a car engine gunning down the lane shattered the evening solitude.




  “What’s that?” I said, peering over her shoulder into the gloom of the lane.




  “Just some moronic driver,” she murmured her hand pulling me closer to her: we kissed again. Cold drops of rain started to fall, first splattering the car and us as their frequency increased.




  “Come on, let’s get you inside.” I grabbed her overnight bag, clasped my free hand in hers, and we ran for the open door.




  We made it to the porch just as the rain swept in across the driveway.




  





  I woke with a start. Helen was shaking me, her touch light but persistent. “Josh!” she whispered in my ear, her tone low and urgent. “Josh!”




  “Uhh, what?” I groaned, lifting my head from the pillow.




  “I heard something, I did honestly… listen.”




  Without opening my eyes, I kept my head raised and listened. The wind blowing in off the Irish Sea moaned as it swept over Plas Pybyrdor, its ancient rafters creaking in response.




  “It’s nothing,” I said lowering my head back into the pillow, “just the wind.” I gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead and she nuzzled into me.




  “I’m sorry, must be my turn to get the creeps.” She murmured.




  No sooner had she finished speaking, I heard the unmistakable crunch of footsteps on the gravel drive. I sat bolt upright, Helen gripped my arm.




  “Someone’s out there!” Helen whispered.




  “Shush!” I slid out of the bed, grabbed my boxer shorts, pulling them on as Helen flitted across to the window and peered out.




  “Stay here,” I hissed.




  “I’m coming with you,” she whispered back, snatching a t-shirt from the bed and pulling it over her head.




  Darkness shrouded the landing as I moved to the gallery rail and peeked over to the hallway below… nothing untoward there. We sneaked down the stairs, Helen staying close to me. Halfway down, we heard them again: footsteps on the gravel outside, slow skulking paces and then, a slight hesitation in the rhythm before an abrupt change. Whoever was out there had abandoned any attempt at stealth and was now tearing across the driveway, rapid, slaps that dissipated with each second. We looked at each other in shock before I hurtled down the stairs and threw myself at the front door. I slammed the two bolts back, grabbed the key and twisted the lock open.




  Helen tugged at my arm. “Josh, be careful, you don’t know who’s out there!”




  “Stay in,” I ordered. “Lock the door after me and get the phone.”




  “Josh!”




  “Lock the door!”




  She nodded, stepping back to allow me to pull the door open. The automatic night lamp had already been activated casting a pool of light in the immediate area of the porch and driveway. The icy night air smacked my face, I had no shoes on and the puddled rainwater on the porch floor chilled my bare feet. I shivered and glanced behind me, Helen stood at the hallway holding the door ajar. I frowned and signalled for her to close it. The door shut with a creak and a gentle thud; her eyes appeared through the slit of the letterbox.




  I faced the front garden uncertain which way to go; everything appeared peaceful, the wind had calmed and the dark rain clouds drifted across the night sky unmasking a pale moon. All I could hear was my own breathing.




  I took a step forward; as my foot touched the gravel, the roar of an engine shattered the stillness. For a fleeting moment powerful headlamps caught me in their glare as a vehicle skewed across the driveway entrance and raced away up the lane. I sprinted across the gravel, leapt over the fountain pool and reached the gateway just in time to see the silhouette of the vehicle disappear around the bend at the top of the next hill.




  





  




  “Who was it?” Helen asked after I’d jogged back to the house.




  I closed the door behind me and slid the bolts across. “I don’t know.” I sighed. “I was too late but they were driving a four wheel drive of some sort,” I added. “A jeep maybe, I’m not sure.”




  We went back to bed and tried to sleep.




  





  In the morning the identity of our night-time visitor became obvious. As Helen left to go on a client call, we noticed the graffiti adorning the barn doors: ‘Yank Go Home’ had been sprayed across them in big ugly letters.




  “How charming,” said Helen, shaking her head. “Guess who did that!”




  I nodded. “My favourite farmer… Nicholas Lloyd!”




  Helen insisted I report the graffiti to the police.




  As soon as the police officer had left, I decided to have a go at removing the offending message. My cleaning efforts didn’t budge it and I realised I’d have to repaint the door. I was in luck. In the garage I discovered a half-full tin of the original paint and a couple of old paintbrushes. Ten minutes later, I had obliterated any evidence of the offending message.




  Sergeant Davies rang back later in the day to say he’d ‘had a word’ with Nicholas Lloyd and that the farmer had denied all knowledge. Davies indicated he wasn’t convinced but without any evidence there wasn’t more the police could do. I suspected I hadn’t heard the last of Mr Lloyd.




  





  I never thought he’d strike again so soon, but that night my suspicions proved right. Alone in the house, I found it difficult to settle, every noise amplified and intrusive. The sound of a vehicle in the lane woke me in the early hours of the morning. I leapt from the bed, pulled on a tracksuit and trainers, hurtled out of the bedroom and bounded down the stairs. Sliding to a halt at the front door, I flicked the letterbox flap up and peered through to the outside: all seemed still.




  I grabbed the flashlight I’d left by the door and gripped it tight. It would serve two purposes: illumination and weapon. I disabled the automatic night light above the porch with a flick of the switch: I wanted to sneak out unseen. The door bolts eased back with a smooth clunk, I turned the key and inched the door open enough to let me slip through the gap. I paused to let my eyes adjust, straining to see past the two granite gateposts at the entrance to Plas Pybyrdor.




  Night clouds crept across an indigo sky, obscuring the moon and creating a monochrome landscape of sinister shapes and shadows. Somewhere in the trees I heard an owl hoot and then silence. Still crouching low, I made my way to the fountain perimeter wall, hoping that the crunch of gravel under my trainers wouldn’t alert the intruder. In its shadow, I paused and listened… nothing.




  I launched myself towards the gateway still keeping low and reaching one of the granite gateposts, halted and crouched down, one knee resting on the gravel; I craned my neck forward to survey the lane.




  I glanced first left and then right, a faint buzzing noise drew my attention. I couldn’t figure where it was coming from: it sounded like the hum from an overhead power cable but I didn’t recall seeing power cables anywhere near Plas Pybyrdor and the buzzing appeared to be inches away from my face. The buzz was loudest in my right ear and it dawned on me that the granite gatepost was the source of the noise. To confirm it, I cocked my ear closer to the stone surface: there could be no doubt, the stone was emitting the noise!




  Dare I touch it? Reaching out, I placed one hand over the stone and bracing myself, brought my fingers in contact with surface. A tingling sensation flowed up my fingers, similar to the static discharge a television screen gives off, faint tinges of bluish electrical charges flickered between my hand and the stone. Alarmed, I snatched my hand back, uncertain as to what I had discovered and the danger it represented.




  The granite stone would have to wait until I’d found the intruder. From where I was crouched, I could just make out the silhouette of a vehicle parked further up the lane, on a grassy bank where the stone perimeter wall of Plas Pybyrdor ended and the woods began.




  A quick glance left and right then I propelled myself across the gravel, running low and hugging the wall. Approaching from behind, I took up position by the spare tyre fixed to the rear door of the vehicle. Close up I could see it was a dark coloured Land Rover; Dr Rowlands had a Land Rover! I checked myself: don’t jump to conclusions, Land Rovers were common around here.




  Using the spare tyre to conceal my presence, I inched my head around it until I had a clear view through the rear window. The Land Rover was unoccupied. Whoever had arrived in the vehicle was still prowling outside. Maybe they were busy spraying graffiti on my barn doors at this very moment.




  I turned and started back towards the gateposts still in a crouching position. Two steps forwards and I came to an abrupt stop: a sudden flash of brilliant white light erupted to my left, from behind the stone wall, within the grounds of Plas Pybyrdor. Was the house itself the source? I scurried to the end of the wall, stopped at the gateposts, peered into the garden, and scanned the house; nothing appeared out of the ordinary although I could still hear the faint buzz from the gatepost nearest me. A sudden gust of wind rustled the trees around me. I decided to head for the fountain and check on the barn from there.




  I reached the fountain and froze: was that a muffled shout, I couldn’t be certain but then it came again.




  “No! No!” followed by a long strangulated scream that sent a chill down my spine. I was sure the scream had come from the garden at the rear of the house.




  I sprinted towards the side of the house, leaping through the flowerbed, the rose thorns snagging and pulling at my tracksuit pants as I rounded the first corner. A second flash erupted, a short burst of intense white light bathed the garden and was gone in an instant. I ignored the interruption, pushing on through the roses until, I rounded the next corner and halted at the grass verge, uncertain as to where to go. I switched the flashlight on and played the beam over the garden. Trees marked the lawn perimeter, tall, dark shadows that closed ranks and formed an impenetrable veil to anything beyond the lawn.




  I sneaked down the gravel pathway alongside the rear of the house, running the flashlight beam over the house on my right and then left over the garden. An owl hooted as I drew near the french doors of the living room. I checked the door handles...they were still locked.




  I carried on, still playing the beam from left to right until I came to the kitchen door. I tried the handle. The door didn’t budge. A distinct thud came from the blackness of the garden behind me. I tensed… someone was there, I was sure of it. I turned round, and shone the flashlight into the shadows. The beam penetrated the dark: there was nothing but the black outline of trees. What could the thud be? The beam picked up the stepping stones that led to the place I least wanted to go: the chapel.




  I stepped forward into the gloom, conscious of my fast beating heart and the rasps of my breath. A deep sense of unease, followed by revulsion swept over me. I’d felt the same sensations when I’d been stuck in the car with Helen after the Halloween party: someone or something was out there. Another thud broke the silence and I stopped again, cocking an ear, listening for any other sound bit there was nothing.




  I searched for a weapon: a branch or a rock, abandoning the idea of using the flashlight as a cosh… there was no way I’d risk damaging it in those shadows. The beam picked out a stone lying to one side of the pathway. The size of a grapefruit, it would serve my purpose: I bent down and scooped up the rock. A noisy staccato of an engine spluttering into life broke the stillness, followed by the throaty rumble of a motorbike as it roared off into the night. Someone else had been here too! Did the Land Rover driver have an accomplice?




  Another thud came from somewhere up ahead of me. I sucked in a lungful of frosty air and forced myself forward, the flashlight in one hand and the rock raised in the other ready to hit out should something be there. Glancing about me, I advanced along the pathway until the chapel loomed out of the darkness. I stopped and ran the flashlight beam over it, looking for anything that might seem abnormal. Another thud prompted me to inch into the darkness. The sense that something inhuman was ahead of me grew with each step but I willed myself on, determined not to succumb to fears that logic told me were irrational.




  A few more steps along the path and the doorway came into view. To my horror, the door started to open! I stopped in my tracks, half expecting an inhuman entity to come lumbering out to meet me. Instead, the door swung open and shut again with a thud. I sighed with relief. At least I had found the source of the thudding but who had opened the door? It had been bolted shut. Was someone or something still inside the chapel?




  I crept towards the door, checking from side to side. As I advanced, my foot kicked something, causing the object to clatter across a stepping stone before rolling onto the lawn. I searched the lawn with the beam until it fell upon a can of some type lying in the grass. Placing the rock to one side, I picked up the object and examined it: an aerosol spray can of red paint.




  This was looking like the work of Nicolas Lloyd: out on a mission to leave more childish graffiti but my senses warned me off that simple conclusion. This wasn’t Lloyd’s presence I could feel, it was something else... something primeval and malignant that I knew I must confront.




  I grappled with the urge to turn tail, it would be so easy to run back to the safety of the house. A few seconds passed before I had steeled myself to take the four or so remaining steps to the chapel doorway. Two steps later, my nostrils detected the first traces of a sweet and pungent odour. I faltered, the smell had triggered a reaction in the depths of my memory and it was struggling to emerge into my consciousness. What was it?




  I stumbled, the smell becoming stronger with each hesitant step. The temperature had also changed; rising as I neared the entrance doorway. The door blew open again. With the flashlight in one hand held at head height, cop style and the aerosol can still in the other, I took a deep breath and stepped into the ink-black interior of the chapel.




  CHAPTER THREE


  Night Prowler





  THE change in temperature was dramatic. Outside it was typical British winter weather: cold and gusty winds. Inside the chapel, the temperature was more like a tropical hothouse. How could that be?




  The beam of the flashlight cut through the darkness picking out the huge standing stones that formed part of the chapel walls; could my imagination be playing tricks or were the stones more distinct than when Doctor Rowlands pointed them out the other day?




  I moved closer to examine one of the stones nearest to me but my flashlight revealed nothing. An idea came to me: I switched the flashlight off and fought back my fear as blackness enveloped me. My eyes adjusted to the gloom and I became aware of faint bluish charges, identical to those I’d seen on the front garden gatepost.




  I placed the open palm of my hand about an inch from the surface and experienced the same tingling sensation that I’d felt the last time. A sudden gust swirled in from outside catching the door and slamming it shut, plunging the chapel into blackness. I froze, the clammy atmosphere and suffocating darkness creating a claustrophobic sense of isolation and vulnerability. With difficulty, I fought back the rising panic, my fingers fumbled for the flashlight switch flicking the beam back on, the light cutting through the murkiness creating shadows that moved as I played the beam around me; a few more seconds and I’d leave.




  I checked the conical roof, shining the flashlight up into the rafters over my head. Seeing nothing, I brought the beam down and examined the walls then the floor. The beam reached the upturned slab, still propped open as left by the workmen. I noticed an object lying near to the edge of the excavated area about six inches long and whitish. I approached it and stooped down: a bone… it had to belong to the skeleton.




  Holding my breath and willing myself forward I peered over the edge, half expecting a wailing skeleton to leap out of the tomb but there was nothing there. Thank God! I sighed with relief and tensed, my skin crawled… the skeleton should have been there! The skeleton had gone! I swallowed and drew myself to my full height. It must be in the pit, it had to be. Taking a deep breath and bending down again I forced myself to examine the pit. The pit was empty. I stood up, the sweat starting to drip down my neck. Was the skeleton alive! Don’t be stupid! I muttered: think! My mind raced: the farmer, Lloyd must have taken the skeleton, that had to be the explanation I rationalised. More questions crowded my brain. Okay… if Lloyd was the culprit, where had he gone? How had he managed to walk past me with a skeleton? Who had I heard scream?




  I directed the flashlight beam on the altar stone. The last time I had touched that stone was with Helen and I had received a sharp shock. I’d convinced myself I’d imagined it, now I knew I hadn’t. The smooth surface betrayed nothing unusual but I hesitated, unwilling to risk touching the stone: what if the altar was ‘live’ and with a charge greater than before? Keeping the flashlight steady in one hand, I aimed the aerosol can with the other. Confident of the intended trajectory I lobbed the can at the centre of the altar; a blinding flash of intense white light enveloped me. An object smacked into my forehead with such force, I stumbled backwards, tripping and sprawling over the slate floor. The flashlight toppled out of my hand and clattered down, the beam arching across the roof before it cut out, plunging the chapel into darkness. For a few seconds I lay on my back, stunned by the intensity of the flash and the blow to my head. I rolled over on my side and touched my forehead, snatching my fingers away when they came into contact with blood.




  Without warning the door thumped open and meagre moonlight spilled into the darkness. I raised myself on my hands and knees and using both hands attempted to locate the flashlight. The moonlight barely penetrated the murky interior and I could see nothing as I scrabbled round the dark shadows that covered the floor. My fingers found what I thought must be the flashlight but in an instant recognised it to be the aerosol can. It must have been the can that had hit me... propelled by an invisible force from the altar stone. I redoubled my efforts and after a few more seconds of frantic searching, I gave up. I’d had enough now. I wanted to get out and back to the house.




  I rose to my feet and staggered the few yards to the open doorway but another gust slammed the door shut, immersing me in inky blackness again. Unable to see anything I slapped my hands on the rough wooden surface of the door, desperate to find the handle. The darkness was suffocating, the sense that some unearthly entity might appear out of the gloom at any moment grew by the second. My hands touched upon the cross brace, following it along until I came to the iron handle. Wrenching the door back and open, I stumbled out, freed from the fetid atmosphere: the relief was immediate. I took two deep breaths of cold night air and steadied myself before pulling the door shut.




  





  





  Ten minutes later I was back in the safety of the house, the front door locked and bolted. I’d scanned the lane at the front to check on the Land Rover, surprised to see the vehicle still parked on the grass verge.




  In the kitchen I debated what to do as I examined my forehead where the can had hit me. What the hell could that deranged farmer be up to? Had something happened to him? I winced when the anti-septic cream made contact with the cut. I paced the room, uncertain as to what to do next. Ring Helen…no point disturbing her? I looked at my watch: six minutes off two o’clock in the morning…should I call the police?




  After an hour of deliberation I rang the police. The fact was someone had been trespassing on my property and the trespasser’s vehicle was parked outside. The police agreed to send a unit over and twenty minutes later, sooner than I expected, a car arrived. A young female police officer stood at the door. I noticed her glance at the wound on my forehead before she addressed me. “Mr MacMaddock?”
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