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      It was a windy September night of moonlight and flying cloud. The leafy oak wood to the north of the ancient burial ground roared and hissed like a high tide over shingle. The flat shelf of land half way up the hillside which contained the archaeological excavation was deserted.

      A car with doused headlights climbed a steep grassy track and stopped in a flat area of wheel-churned mud that the archaeologists used for parking their vehicles. Pete Ford and Jim Cooke, two experienced nighthawks, climbed out and looked around. Satisfied that they were the only people abroad at two o'clock in the morning, they fitted their head torches, took their metal detectors and spades from the vehicle and set off into the cleared area of the archaeological dig.

      "Olly never said it was such a big site," Pete remarked in surprise. "We're not gonna do it all in a couple of hours."

      "I'm not happy about this place," Jim grumbled. "There's all kinds of weird tales about it."

      "Strange tales never hurt anyone," Pete replied curtly.

      "But that Ludd's Castle's just up the hill." Jim glanced apprehensively up the moon-washed hillside to the east. "They say it's the entrance to hell! There was a bloke took stones from up there and he died right after!"

      "Don't worry about it, mate," Pete tried to sound as reassuring as he could. "It's all just idle gossip!" He forced a laugh, not wanting to reveal that he too felt a little unnerved. "Just think of all the amazing stuff we're gonna find up here tonight, with no one on earth to stop us!"

      As soon as they began quartering the site Jim became engrossed in his metal detecting and began to relax. They started digging holes, which yielded bracelets, rings, brooches and a gold torque, which they hurriedly prised from among the skeletal remains. They were jubilant.

      "Didn't I tell you?" Pete said excitedly. "They're quality Iron Age grave goods! We should have got here earlier!"

      They dug more holes, heaping their finds at the edge of the site. They were so preoccupied it was a few moments before they realised they were no longer alone. A new note had been added to the voice of the wind in the oak wood: an eerie hollow moaning that seemed to encircle them, like a coil of energy.

      Jim glanced up. Whatever it was that he saw made him drop his metal detector in terror. Something – he couldn't comprehend what it was – towered over them in the moonlight. The thing radiated a sense of violent hostility and menace. Jim screamed. Pete turned and saw it too.

      "Jesus!" he blurted out. "Jesus save us!"

      The moaning intensified, its pitch modulating to a spine-shuddering howl. Speechless, Jim backed away in terror.

      The two nighthawks panicked, dropped their metal detectors, abandoned their collection of grave goods and fled for their car...

      But they couldn’t escape. They had no sooner reached their vehicle than the creature was upon them again.

      Jim was paralysed with fear. Pete pushed him into the passenger's seat, then leaped behind the wheel, swung the car around and drove away frantically, hurling the vehicle down the track and on to the narrow lane that ran past the bottom of the hill.

      Jim was hysterical."We shouldn't have come! This place is cursed! We've woke a demon! WE SHOULDN'T HAVE COME!"

      "Shut up!" Pete yelled. "I've got to concentrate!"

      The terrifying creature suddenly appeared in front of them, in the middle of the lane.

      Pete slammed on the brakes, but lost control of the vehicle on the loose gravel surface. The skidding car careered from the lane and crashed into woodland. Moments later it burst into flames.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Sergeant Ray Blackshaw, fifty-four years old and with the highly-toned musculature of a lifelong fell walker, snatched up his bedside phone and lay back on his pillow. He listened in silence for half a minute, then grunted confirmation.

      "Right, I'll be there. Will you contact DC Lumb? Tell him I'll pick him up in twenty minutes."

      "What time is it, Ray?" Denise, his wife, asked sleepily as he rang off.

      "Quarter to four. Go back to sleep."

      "Least I can do is make you some toast."

      She left him to dress, put on her robe and went downstairs.

      Ten minutes later he was on his way to the door, putting on his Berghaus all-weather jacket as he went.

      "See you tonight, love."

      She caught him up in the doorway with a thermos flask of tea. He smiled at her tenderly, then kissed her on the cheek.

      "Thanks, love. How would I cope?"

      "Ring me if you're going to be late." She said the same thing every day.

      He gave his usual reply. "I'll let you know what's happening."

      He drove away from his detached stone-built Victorian property, trying not to think about the hours ahead of him. He liked to start each day with an uncluttered mind – it would become crowded with thoughts soon enough. To retain clarity he had to start off empty and deal with each notion as it arrived. He imagined his mind as a jail, with his thoughts as prisoners, only setting them free when they had served their purpose.

      He enjoyed driving the unmarked Volvo Estate. He considered it to be his personal vehicle and hated parting with it when he took annual leave, knowing some other officer, like an unwelcome guest, would be driving it. The Volvo had room for more gear than the Astras – and Ray liked to be prepared. In winter he carried snowchains, a sleeping bag and a mountain tent. All year round he made room for extra waterproofs, waders, wellingtons, spare socks and walking boots.

      He carried idiosyncratic items, such as a landing net for scooping floating items of evidence from canals and rivers and infrared night-vision binoculars for covert surveillance in areas without streetlights. He had a range of different torches and rucksacks and a county-wide collection of large-scale maps.

      He always carried his Penang lawyer – his favourite walking stick – plus a Makila and a Scottish Kebbie. No matter where he went in the Volvo, he felt he was prepared for just about anything – with the exception of coping with his cocky young partner.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Constable Martin Lumb, lank-haired and lean, watched TV with the sound off in the living room of his two-bedroomed semi while he waited for Ray to pick him up. Although he respected his senior colleague, he was not enjoying working with him. He frequently found the older man's methods laborious and baffling and his offbeat interests incomprehensible.

      At thirty years of age Martin was a devotee of the world of technology, which he was convinced was the most important single factor in future police work. Ray, on the other hand, hated technology, preferring to rely on his ‘good old-fashioned powers of deduction’. Martin felt their differences were more obstacles than assets. What Ray felt remained a mystery.

      But it wasn't just Ray that made him unhappy. His career disappointed him these days. He believed passionately in the value of his work, but more and more he was having to deal with bottom-rung dysfunctionals: drug abusers, drunks, out-of-control kids, petty

      thieves and the increasing prevalence of domestic violence, especially among the poor. Uniforms bore the brunt of it, but he saw enough to depress him. Belief in the rule of law was one thing – it had attracted him to the job in the first place – but to be a daily witness to what he felt was the implosion of society was an experience he found increasingly hard to bear.

      Was this his lot for the next twenty-five years? Surely not. There had to be something else. He had to move into more challenging work. But his provincial location held him back. If only he could crack a major case he would be noticed. That was his ticket to a more fulfilling life.

      Ray was pulling up on the road outside. If his senior partner suffered from gloomy

      thoughts, he never let on. When they were out on a particularly sordid case Ray would simply say "don't let it get to you". But it did. Increasingly. When Ray was a young cop things weren't quite so extreme. The ugliness and routine violence had crept in slowly. He'd had time to adjust. And Ray had always been able to escape into the wild moorland landscapes that formed the backdrop to their daily lives. But, as a more urban creature, he himself found them dark and forbidding.

      With an effort Martin suppressed his despair. He grabbed his mobile and shouted up the stairs: "I'm off now, Abby. Ray's just arrived. Ring you later."

      The bedroom door opened and Abby, his twenty-five-year-old hairdresser wife, leaned over the banisters in her pyjamas. "Will we have time to go for a drink tonight?"

      "Haven't a clue. I'll get us a takeaway. Chinese or Indian?"

      "Italian."

      She blew him a kiss, then he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      "All right, Martin?" was Ray's habitual greeting as the detective constable got into the passenger's seat.

      "We on a major drugs bust?" Martin asked hopefully. "Terrorists hijacked a Ryanair jet? All they would say at HQ was it's an incident."

      Ray explained as he drove west out of town. "You've met Jack Boothroyd?"

      Martin's heart sank "Once. Unfortunately. I thought he was full of shit."

      Ray laughed. "He's seen something weird."

      "Seen it or made it up?"

      "Probably a bit of both. He rang emergency services at half-past three saying there were guys on fire running around in his wood."

      "What kind of hooch is he brewing in his cow shed?"

      "I agree it might be a waste of time, but we have to follow it up."

      Martin sighed. He could have had another three hours kip. Already he knew it was going to be another depressing day.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Ray and Martin were within ten minutes' drive of their destination, the first signs of daylight had begun to creep up from the eastern horizon and the darkness of the night hours was imperceptibly changing to a world of monochrome grey. They turned off the ‘A’ road and entered a network of narrow lanes. A signpost indicated that the village of Stone Clough was three miles distant.

      They were approaching Jack Boothroyd's farm, which lay a mile west of Stone Clough, when Ray spotted the farmer talking with two rough-looking characters in his stackyard. A mud-spattered pickup was pulled in, with caged ferrets and nets in the back. Jack leaned against the driver's door of his ageing Fiat panel van, laughing with the two hunters. The farmer was no doubt having fun entertaining his audience, Ray thought, with incandescent tales from the wee small hours. When the detectives arrived in the stackyard the two hunters promptly drove off down a field track, with a shouted promise to Jack to "get you a brace by dinner time."

      As soon as they got out of the Volvo, Ray noticed Martin hang back. He knew his young colleague disliked Jack Boothroyd, but your witnesses couldn't all be celebrity lookalikes. Okay, Jack wasn’t a very pleasant guy, a cruel misogynist with a complete absence of personal hygiene. But his tales were a window into his character, and as a detective, you were paid to hear them.

      Ray was saddened that Martin seemed to lack curiosity. Anyone who possessed curiosity – which, to Ray, was a synonym for life – would at least look around the farmyard,

      note the old stone byres and barn, and marvel at the abilities of long-dead men who could raise such massive lintels and lay the cobbled surface so no puddles formed in even the wettest weather. But Martin wasn't interested. Ray noticed his partner already had his mobile in his hand, reassured by the world of technology if not by people.

      "Morning, Jack. Got a rabbit problem?" Ray laughed.

      "Mornin' to you, Ray. Long time no visit." The farmer pushed back his grease-stained cap with a grimy hand. "Makes me think Stone Clough must be a law-abiding parish."

      Ray smiled. There was an edge to Jack's humour that he enjoyed. It was the product of the independent mindset that prevailed among the area's hill farmers. Most of the older folk had it, to a greater or less extent. Justice too was a local matter, meted out without much recourse to the police. Times here had always been hard, like the men who lived through them. Such men had for centuries made their own rules, which acted as a unifying force in their ancient communities. They dispensed their own tough punishments on transgressors, the police mostly considered an irrelevance. The fact that Jack had called them was unusual, even if only as a break in tradition.

      "Tell me about last night, Jack," Ray began. "I hear you had a bit of excitement."

      Jack was eager to relate his tale. "Dogs were barking fit to wake the spirit of human kindness. I thought I had a gang of sheep rustlers from Pen Crags, but when I looked out

      the landing window I saw the fire. Larches by the lane were going up like tinder."

      "What time was this?"

      "Half-three. Hall clock chimed the half hour as I was on the phone."

      Ray was pleased to see that his partner had put away his mobile and begun taking notes. That was good, it would make the report writing easier... for Martin.

      "What could you see from the window?" Ray asked.

      "I thought I could see the shape of a vehicle agin the flames, so I said I wanted fire, police and ambulance," Jack stated earnestly. "There was two feIlas got out – I could see 'em agin the fire – and they started running away. But then they began waving their arms and running all over, like they'd gone crazy. I opened the window thinking they was being shot at, but I never heard no gunfire. I went over in the van, but I couldn't see the two fellas. Then the fire engine came and hooked up to the trough line and had the fire out in half an hour. They found the two fellas dead as last Sunday's roast beef."

      "Did anyone move the bodies?" Ray asked when Jack's tale seemed to be finished.

      Jack shook his head. "They're lying in the larches, just where they fell."

      "They didn't get clear of the trees then?"

      "Nope. But they'd have got out if they hadn't run back into the wood."

      Ray was lost for a moment. "I don't follow you, Jack."

      Jack's weather-worn features underwent a strange metamorphosis, taking on a cast

      of childlike amazement. The detectives noticed the change with surprise.

      "That's what's foxed me about this business," Jack replied, his voice betraying a sense of wonder. "They could've got clear of the wood, but then they starts waving their arms like I said and running about. Then..." he shrugged and shook his head, "I never saw anything like it. They turned round and ran back into the flames."

      "They did what?" Ray exclaimed.

      "They ran back in. I saw 'em in my field glasses from the window. Like they daren't come out, as if the wood was surrounded with Jerry machine guns! Then, like I said, I went over in the van and the fire brigade found the bodies."

      "Is the wood fenced with a barrier, like barbed wire maybe?" Ray asked.

      "It's surrounded with nowt more dangerous than nettles," Jack replied.

      "Have you any idea what they were doing out here in the middle of the night?"

      "I reckon they were up on the hill at that dig, thieving the jewels off of the burials," Jack said decisively. "So they wouldn't be locals. Even though we hate those Pen Crags folk, we'd never go robbing their graves."

      "There's an archaeological site up there?" Ray asked in surprise.

      "There is that. They've been working on it this past week."

      "What's it got to do with Pen Crags? It's in your parish, isn't it?"

      Jack's face suddenly darkened. "There's a tale attached to that land, but it's too long to be telling you now." Without another word he disappeared into his milking parlour.
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      Before they left the farm Ray took his binoculars from the Volvo and they studied the area Jack had indicated. Beyond the farm the land rose steeply to the east in a long grassy slope, topped by the raised outline of a bronze age tumulus, and further south, the earthworks of an Iron Age enclosure, shown as Ludd's Castle on Ray's map. Half way up the slope the hillside levelled off into a flat shelf.

      "That flat area must be the site of the dig," Ray said.

      Martin nodded. "That's logical. Burials need flat ground."

      "What do you make of Jack's tale?" Ray asked.

      Martin shrugged. "Hard to say. He seemed sincere, but so do all tellers of tall tales. What do you think?"

      "Don't know yet. Let's take a look."

      They drove up the lane that led from the farm to the wood and parked fifty metres from where two uniformed constables were closing the access with cones and police tape. The fire was out and the fire brigade were damping down. A burned-out car lay on its roof among the charred trunks of the larches. A SOC officer from a private firm was examining the lane at the point at which the vehicle had plunged into the woodland. The detectives greeted the officer, who introduced himself as Al.

      "Looks like an accident to me," Al said. "Is it supposed to be a crime scene?"

      "That's what we need to find out," Ray replied. "Shall we look at the bodies?"

      The three men picked their way through the wood to where the two bodies lay ten metres apart, face down among the fire-blackened trees. What clothing they could see was scorched, but not as badly burned as they’d expected. Al took photographs.

      "What's your best guess for cause of death?" Ray asked Al.

      "I've seen much worse," he said, "with victims that managed to recover. But there may be some damage to internal organs. It depends how close they were to the hottest part of the fire. Heart failure's another possibility. We'll have to wait for the post mortem."

      "Our witness seemed to suggest they were disoriented and didn't know which way to run once they escaped from the car," Ray commented.

      "That's normal," Al replied. "If you're on fire, which they might have been, you're in a state of panic and you don't behave logically. Can we turn them over?"

      They turned the bodies and stood back in surprise.

      "Well now, this is interesting," Al said. "The burns are much worse. Not incineration exactly, but serious damage. I'm not surprised they didn't manage to escape from the trees. They might have gone blind and their lungs probably gave out."

      Ray noticed Martin was hanging on, his face drained, his eyes staring. He realised his colleague had never seen anything quite as horrific in his five years with the force. He steered him gently away, leaving Al to take more photos.

      "Tea break when you're ready," Ray suggested. "Join us in the Volvo."

      "Nice one!" Al grinned.

      They left the wood and looked at the tyre marks in the loose surface of the lane. Martin seemed to be recovering himself.

      "Why, I wonder, did those guys drive off the lane on a rain-free moonlit night?" Ray asked.

      "They could have been trying to avoid something," Martin suggested, "like deer running across maybe?"

      "That's possible. But they were travelling at a fair speed." Ray pointed to the tyre marks in the gravel. "See the length of the skid. Why such a rush?"

      "They must have been disturbed by someone," Martin replied without hesitation.

      "They surely must," Ray said. "Perhaps the excavation site can tell us more."

      Al joined them and they sat in the Volvo drinking from Ray's flask of tea. No one spoke much, each man immersed in his private thoughts.

      "I still can't see any evidence for a crime being committed," Al said at last. "I don't know why I'm here. Just my bad luck for being on the graveyard shift, I suppose."

      "We haven't finished yet, Al," Ray said. "Those dead guys might not have been locals. We have to find out, if we can, what they were getting up to out here at three in the

      morning."

      "We've something else to look at?" Al asked in surprise.

      "An archaeological dig," Martin said. "Just up the hill here. Are you into archaeology?"

      "Not in the least," Al replied. "I'm a total dunce when it comes to history."

      "That makes at least two of us," Martin said with a quick glance at Ray.

      "Count me in as well," Ray said. "Romans and Normans and the battle of Trafalgar and that's about my lot."

      Although Martin smiled at Ray's self-deprecating comment he didn’t for one moment believe him. His senior colleague was far too well informed to dismiss his erudition so lightly. It was a ploy, Martin felt, to enable Ray to ask him leading questions, when all the time the man knew most of the answers. Ray would call it ‘training to think like a detective’.

      They drove up the hillside track, parked and walked slowly along the bottom edge of the cleared excavation area. Half a dozen random holes had been dug in the exposed surface, their contents heaped at the edge of the site. Two spades, two small trowels and two metal detectors lay scattered and abandoned.

      "There's our crime scene," Ray said. "Whatever happened up here led to the situation we've just been looking at in the wood. First thoughts please."

      "Seems like they left in a hell of a hurry," Al said. "A surprise interruption and panic.""Could have been someone they knew," Martin put in. "Rival detectorists. They

      probably keep tabs on each other all the time."

      "You're not thinking," Ray said. "Why would rival detectorists leave the loot behind, when that's what they'd be after themselves?"

      Martin looked vexed with himself for being shown up in front of Al. "So it must have been someone else. Not a detectorist."

      "But who?" Ray asked.

      "People from Pen Crags maybe," Martin replied.

      "Why do you think that?"

      "It's their burial ground. Jack Boothroyd pretty much admitted that."

      Good reply, Ray thought. Martin had got himself together. "You could be right. But how did they know those guys were up here?"

      "A tip off," Martin suggested.

      Ray thought a moment. "Possibly. But someone in Pen Crags would have had to be

      very well connected to all the wrong people."

      "It could have been in the specialist mags, archaeology journals and the like. News of the dig could have been out there," Martin persisted. "This place would be a target for thieves. In that context, a three a.m. patrol from Pen Crags seems like a strong possibility."

      "Very well thought through, Martin." Ray beamed. "But if Pen Crags people are so committed to guarding their dead, how come this burial ground has ended up in Stone Clough parish?"

      No one had answers to that. Ray gazed thoughtfully at the site as Al began taking photographs of the grave goods.

      "See what you can find out," Ray said encouragingly to Martin. "I just need to get a feel for the place." He strode off without another word.

      Martin studied the surface of the excavation site, taking care not to move carelessly and obliterate any evidence. He was still disturbed by the harrowing images of the two dead men, but he had to switch that off. He must apply himself one hundred per cent and not miss the obvious. He couldn't look like an idiot twice in one morning.

      Ray scrutinised the cleared ground from the car park area, then from the hill above and finally from the edge of the oak wood to the north. It was an interesting place, carefully chosen centuries ago by folk in a close-knit community. Folk who thought of their dead as simply shifting into another world that was as close to the living as a tree to its fallen autumn leaves. But there were no remains of shrines or other monuments anywhere to be seen. If it had been a Christian site there would have been a church. Had there been a pagan temple here built of wood, he wondered? Had the Christians destroyed it?

      The longer he studied the hillside and the view – the oak wood, the hilltop ringfort and tumulus, Jack's farm eight hundred metres away, the distant fields and wild moorland escarpments – the more he felt the hours were shaping themselves into one of those extraordinary days. The feeling crept over him like an emotional ambush and refused to give him up. He'd had a few of those days before; days that were turning points in his life.

      Jack Boothroyd's comment, about the victims running back in, bothered him profoundly. It made no sense. Even if, as Al had suggested, the men were in a state of confused panic they would surely run away from the flames, not towards them. The state of the two bodies suggested to Ray that a conscious choice may have been made – to run into certain danger away from something else. Who or what was it, Ray wondered, that had scared them so much?

      He returned to Martin. Al was taking photographs at the northern edge of the site and out of hearing.

      "You know, Martin, burial sites throughout history were always specially chosen. No

      matter how far back you go, it's always the case. These are someone's ancestors lying here, who brought their people through all kinds of crises. The place they were buried – this hillside – must have had special significance. It must be connected to Pen Crags village. And maybe to Ludd's Castle."

      "What are you getting at?" Martin sounded impatient.

      Ray knew his theorising irritated his colleague. But you couldn't always have everything in black and white.

      "I'm trying to empathise. To build up my understanding of this place. To let intuitions come through. I've a feeling things are going to get complicated."

      "I don't see how this so-called understanding is going to help us figure out who

      chased those detectorists away," Martin said with an air of exasperation. "But then I'm merely a rationalist. However, the rationalist has found a bit of hard evidence." He pointed to part of the cleared area close to the most southerly of the detectorists' dug holes. "Two sets of footprints running like hell. Look at the length of the strides!"

      "You're right," Ray agreed. "Those guys began their flight from here. What scared them happened here. Will you ask Al to photograph the prints?"

      "They disappear once they reach the long grass," Martin said. "But we can assume those guys ran straight back to their vehicle and drove away fast."

      "They must have been in a right state to leave everything behind." Ray said

      thoughtfully. "Not even to take the gold torque."

      "Which is that?" Martin asked.

      Ray pointed the item out among Al's bagged-up grave goods.

      "I thought you didn't know about history?" Martin said accusingly.

      "I don't," Ray replied. "I'm learning."

      "Maybe the Pen Crags people threatened those detectorist guys at gunpoint?" Martin conjectured.

      "Maybe. But it'll be tough to prove unless we find spent ammo. Have you looked?"

      "Everywhere. You?"

      "Of course. But the gunpoint idea is possible."

      Ray was startled by a sudden movement on the hillside above the excavation site. A mat of the previous year's dead bracken lifted up like a large garage door, as if an invisible presence had raised it from the earth. Then it was slammed back down with a stupendous WHACK! For a few moments, the air seemed to crackle with a fierce charge of energy. Ray felt the skin on his neck prickle.

      "Did you see that?" he exclaimed.

      "What?" Martin looked mystified.

      Ray gestured towards the hillside, then realised Martin was still preoccupied with the footprints. Al was equally oblivious, plodding up the hillside to the north for a panoramic longshot. Ray stared at the hill slope on the far side of the cleared ground. The bracken was still, as if nothing had happened. The air was normal again. It hadn't been a dust devil, he'd seen plenty of them. Had it been some kind of warning?

      Something had scared the two metal detectorists and, Ray realised, whatever it was it might not have been human. He knew there were some very spooky tales attached to the area, particularly to Ludd's Castle. But he didn't mention anything to Martin.

      "I think that's pretty much it for now," he said. "But I've a feeling we'll be back here before long."

      "Well, we've got a crime scene," Martin commented as the three men returned to the Volvo with the bagged-up evidence. "But we haven't much of a picture."

      "It'll take shape," Ray replied. "These things can grow, even if, at the beginning,

      you've only got confusion. These cases do develop legs that you can follow into surprising places. You just have to stay open to everything."
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        * * *

      

      In the basement of the large house they called Low Rowan Hall, which stood to the northern end of Pen Crags village, a tall figure in a dark hooded jacket stood deep in meditation. He rested his hands on an ancient altar stone, which was supported by four stone pillars in the darkest unlit corner of the room.

      The basement was illuminated by tallow lamps, placed in niches along the walls. Most of the lamps were unlit, which gave the space the appearance of a cave. The figure at the altar stood motionless, as if he was part of the darkness itself.

      Owain could sense the energy rising as he consciously drew it up from the earth into the stones of the ancient altar. He could feel it filling him and his power growing, giving him the strength of many men, enabling him to keep his nerve through the trials to come and to facilitate his inner journeying.

      The first moves had been made. He would need to hone every aspect of his hard-won skills to keep control of what had begun. He would need presence of mind and unshakeable resolve. The ancestors would guide him to the limits of their awareness, but he must be sure not to claim any achievement as his own.

      He removed his hands from the altar. His body and mind were prepared. Feeling almost weightless and filled with a clear sense of his mission he silently crossed the room and left the basement. The flames of the nearest tallow lamps flickered and danced, catching the drift from the charged air above the altar.
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      Martin was working at his computer in the detectives' first-floor office at HQ, typing up the report of the morning's investigation, when Ray hurried in.

      "Those metal detectorists have been identified," he announced with a smile of satisfaction, "so that's a bit of progress. Evidently they're a couple of familiar faces – not from our area, I should add – known for knocking off copper from closed-down factories and for handling all manner of stolen industrial goods. They've both done time. They're also suspected of nicking artefacts from archaeological sites." He laughed. "Can't say they lacked initiative!" He waited for Martin's question.

      "How did they die?"

      "What would you have thought? Logically."

      Martin didn't enjoy Ray's inclination to be constantly challenging him, but he went along with it.

      "The most obvious cause would be from burns. Or from organ failure like Al said. Or a combination of both."

      "You're right, of course. There was no evidence of violent blows or bullet wounds."

      Ray lapsed into silence, but Martin knew his colleague well enough to sense there was more. "Is there a but?"

      "Yes, I'm afraid I've a doubt." Ray paused. "I have to wonder if they had to die at all."

      Martin sighed quietly. It was another of Ray's agonised wrestlings, but as he’d seen for himself, they sometimes led to the solving of difficult cases. He forced a smile. "Tell me more."

      Ray eased himself back in his chair. It was anecdote time, Martin realised.

      "When I was a young uniformed officer I was called to a case where an elderly spinster had died in a house fire. Neighbours told me she had appeared in her yard

      shouting for help, but had rushed back into the house again to rescue her cat. No one could get to her. She died of severe burns. The cat escaped by jumping through a shattered window." Ray lapsed into silence, preoccupied with his recollections.

      "You're saying she didn't have to die?" Martin prompted.

      "I can't get away from the possibility that these cases have similarities." Ray admitted. "The case of the spinster gave me a couple of sleepless nights. Then I realised her fear of the fire had been cancelled out by her selfless love for the cat. I'm wondering if something similar – a huge emotional counter-force – happened to those two detectorists."

      He's building castles in the air, Martin thought. "Maybe we shouldn't take Jack's word for what happened."

      "You saw the bodies."

      Yes, indeed. So he had.

      It was Martin's turn to fall silent. "Okay," he said eventually, "they went back in. They were more scared of something else than they were of the fire. But we don't know what."

      Ray took a deep breath. "I've a hunch that if we can discover the reason, it may be close to becoming a murder inquiry."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That afternoon Ray and Martin sat at a large table laden with document wallets and papers in Tony Danby's office in the university archaeology department.

      "Why are we here?" Martin asked, revealing faint irritation.

      "For clarification," Ray replied. "And because I'm curious. I'd like to know why the archaeologists didn't show up today."

      Their conversation was cut short when Tony breezed in, introduced himself, dumped the document wallets on the floor and sat opposite his visitors. "Sorry to keep you waiting," he said. "Bit chaotic here at the moment."

      "Mr. Danby," Ray began, "I understand you're in charge of the excavation at Ludd's Castle."

      "The dig is focused on a Celtic burial ground on the hillside below Ludd's Castle – that's the ringfort enclosure on the top of the hill. And Charles Bellingham was the archaeologist in charge. Charles suffered a stroke yesterday and is in hospital. I'm the project's senior archaeologist in his absence. However, the dig has now been suspended," Tony clarified.

      Martin made notes while Ray leaned back in his chair and studied the archaeologist.

      "Well that's cleared up at least four points already." Ray paused before asking his next question. He wouldn't have asked it at all but for his nagging doubts about the detectorists' deaths. "What caused Mr Bellingham's stroke?"

      "No idea," Tony said. "It happened so fast. Everyone else had gone and we were

      alone on site. I was turning the uni's van around as we were about to leave."

      "You didn't see anything unusual?"

      Martin continued making notes, looking increasingly perplexed by Ray's line of questioning. Ray leaned forward, hoping he would be given a clue.

      Tony thought for a moment. "No... nothing at all. I heard a cry through my open window and saw Charles hit the ground. My attention was entirely focused on him. Why do you ask?"

      "Just curious, Mr. Danby. I like to examine all the possibilities." Ray leaned back in his chair. "So you've no theories about the stroke?"

      Tony hesitated. "I... I think he was very stressed."

      "Why was that?"

      "A group of young men from Pen Crags warned us off. They made threats. They said the site was theirs, though it's in Stone Clough parish."

      "Ah, yes," Ray nodded, "I've heard something along those lines already."

      "Might Mr. Bellingham have felt his life was in danger?" Martin asked.

      Tony fell silent for a moment, weighing his reply. "I suppose it's a possibility. The whole ugly business began when Charles received a death threat via an anonymous phone call. At the time he didn't seem to take it all that seriously. Then the following day we had the intimidating visit of these young men from Pen Crags parish. But Charles faced them down and flatly refused to abandon the dig."

      Martin made notes and seemed to have no more questions. Ray decided to change tack.

      "Do the names Peter Ford, or James Cooke mean anything to you?" he asked.

      Tony's features registered immediate concern. "I've heard those names far too often over the last five years. They're known nighthawks."

      Ray was confused. "What's a nighthawk?"

      "It's a term applied to an unsavoury minority of metal detectorists who steal items from archaeological sites at night. Valuable grave goods like jewellery and weapons. Why do you ask?"

      "Seems those two guys were busy robbing your site last night. But don't worry. As far as we know they didn't get away with a single item."

      "You arrested them?" Tony asked hopefully.

      "I'm afraid that wasn't possible," Ray replied. "They both died in a car accident after leaving the scene." In response to Tony's look of surprise, Ray elaborated. "It appears they fled for reasons so far unknown, leaving their metal detectors and these objects behind.

      Ray got to his feet and took evidence bags from a large holdall. He placed the bags on the table in front of Tony. The contents included the gold torque, finger rings, brooches, bracelets, pendants and jewel-encrusted sword and dagger hafts.

      "In your opinion are these items likely to have come from your archaeological excavation?"

      Tony examined the objects in the evidence bags. "At a quick glance I'd say they look like typical Iron Age grave goods. We've found similar examples at the dig already. The trouble with these items is we don't know the precise level the nighthawks found them on. Are they third, second, or first century BC? All we can do now is guess. It's very unsatisfactory."

      "I'm grateful to you, Mr. Danby," Ray said. "Not least for opening my eyes to the destruction these guys cause. We may need to call on your expertise again in the future." He returned the evidence bags to the holdall. "You'll get all these items back in due course."

      "I'd be pleased to advise whenever and wherever I can to reduce the threat of nighthawking," Tony replied with passion. "It's theft and should carry a custodial sentence long enough to be a deterrent to anyone who thinks it's a way to make easy money. They're destroying our country's past by these acts of criminal vandalism."

      "Can you describe for us how the excavation went, so we can get a clear idea of the order of events?" Ray asked with an inviting smile.

      "It was 9.30 in the morning on the Monday before last," Tony began. "Charles and I were studying a geophysics survey of the excavation site. The survey was very promising and was the main reason we got the go-ahead to excavate. The site was a flat area of pasture half way up the side of a high grass-covered hill, which was crowned by a Bronze Age tumulus.

      "We could also see the remains of a ringfort, four hundred metres south of the tumulus on the western edge of the hilltop. The ringfort was called Ludd's Castle. The hilltop gave way to high moorland that stretched eastwards into the distance.

      "Charles, at fifty-five, was the senior archaeologist. I was his junior colleague by ten years. We had worked together on several digs and knew each other well. We had

      reconnoitred the site the previous year, but now funding had come through, this was our first official visit to what we hoped would become a fascinating dig." Tony paused. "Shall I go on?"

      "Please continue, Mr. Danby," Ray said encouragingly. "If you don't mind, I'd like a blow-by-blow account of the time you spent on the dig. I need to get my head around the details."

      Martin's heart sank. He had been relegated to note-taker for the duration. He dutifully opened his notebook as Tony began his account of events.

      "Charles told me it was thanks to Robert Moorhouse we were there at all, as he was the only local historian to mention the existence of a Celtic burial ground. You would never know it was there from the appearance of the hillside. Whatever we might think of Victorian amateur archaeologists Moorhouse was an unrivalled source of local knowledge.

      "The decayed bank of the ancient ringfort was visible from the burial ground and we felt it was a pity we couldn't excavate Ludd's Castle while we were there. Moorhouse was right, it did contain a building. And it might have been a pagan temple, as he thought. Charles wanted to track down the missing stones Moorhouse found, as he felt sure someone must still have them. We hoped the dig might jog a few local memories, though it had been a long time since Moorhouse's day."

      "Was the Moorhouse excavation a large-scale affair?" Ray asked. "Or was he just up there on his own with a wheelbarrow and spade?"

      "Charles told me Moorhouse had just started digging the week before he died." Tony pulled a relieved face. "At least he didn't get the chance to mess the place up with random trenches."

      "Wasn't Moorhouse's death supposed to be a bit of a mystery?" Ray asked.

      "Local folk are full of hair-raising tales. My wife and I were dining at the Packhorse Inn in Stone Clough one evening last June, when I made the mistake of mentioning Moorhouse's name to the landlord. He told me a ridiculous story about the man being killed by a demon that had been raised by magicians in the nearby village of Pen Crags, as a punishment for breaking some ancient taboo or other." Tony pulled a dismissive face. "We'll never know for sure how the man died. All that's certain is he met his end alone, out on the Pen Crags moors."

      "The fellow sounds like he should be the subject of a gothic novel!" Ray commented drily.

      "A Dark Tale of Sorcery and Thwarted Hopes by Emily Headstone!" Ray and Martin joined in Tony's laughter.

      Martin found he was enjoying writing these notes. It was a welcome change to the urban routine of drugs' crime and domestic squalor. At last, he thought, something different!

      Tony described the arrival of their team of four younger professionals: Marcus and Nigel who were freelance archaeologists, Annette and Sue from the university.

      "A large expanse of wild grasses had been mown and a digger from Stone Clough had begun to strip the topsoil from a marked-out area. We watched the activity, feeling the nervous excitement of a new project about to begin.

      "We set up a finds' tent, with trestle tables, folding chairs and trays for artefacts. Charles spread the geophysics survey on one of the tables and we gathered around to study it. Charles and I both thought the survey showed a disturbance pattern consistent with Celtic cemeteries elsewhere and the site could be a rare survival from the ancient Celtic kingdom of Elmet."

      "By Elmet you mean West Yorkshire?" Ray asked.

      "Pretty much," Tony confirmed. "Though the precise boundaries of ancient Elmet will forever be uncertain. We felt we were lucky to be excavating a site which we hoped would date back into pre-Roman times. I must admit we were excited, anticipating amazing pre-Christian grave goods.

      "Marcus thought that if we found a chariot burial that would surely clinch future funding. He mentioned the discovery of the one at Ferrybridge, which proved they weren't all found in East Yorkshire."

      "Was Ferrybridge in ancient Elmet?" Martin asked.

      "I explained it was hard to be certain of boundaries in the Celtic Iron Age. It may have been Parisi territory like much of the old East Riding. Or it may have belonged to the Brigantes. I said we were well into Brigantian territory here and we were hoping for high quality finds. But perhaps not any chariot burials! If, for no other reason, than the chalk land of the East Yorkshire Wolds was less destructive of wheeled vehicles!

      "Charles thought the dig could almost certainly offer a career-enhancing experience. Some of the team should get the chance to write papers on the work they did there. As we were talking Charles's mobile rang. He answered, listened for a moment, then put the phone away. He made no comment, but I thought he seemed troubled.

      "As soon as the four younger team members had left the tent to begin marking out trial trenches, Charles closed the tent flap and told me he'd had an anonymous call. He had no idea how the caller had got his number. A muffled male voice had said if he valued his life he should stop the excavation and leave."

      "Extraordinary!" Ray exclaimed, leaning forward with sudden interest. "How did you handle this?"

      "I asked what Charles intended to do and he said he'd carry on with the dig. He felt he owed it to the country, the funders and the team to keep going."

      "A brave decision," Ray stated solemnly. "Did he have any idea who the caller could be?"

      "I asked Charles if he'd been making enemies and if someone was trying to sabotage his career. But he didn't think that was possible, because he'd been writing a book on the Celtic diaspora and hadn't had contact with anyone for months, apart from his editor and publisher.

      "I wondered if it could be someone from earlier, when he was lecturing, but he couldn't think of anyone, saying he thought it was just some crank. I asked if he was going to tell the others, but he thought it wasn't necessary. I pointed out that if something nasty happened what would he say in his defence?

      "He relented and agreed to tell them."
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      After a break for coffee Tony continued his story. Ray was particularly keen to learn if the threat had the effect of undermining the unity of the team.

      "We assembled in the finds' tent where Charles spoke to us. As he described the situation our mood became increasingly sombre. He presented us with a simple choice: to stay, or to leave. Marcus spoke for everyone, saying they all needed to work and they needed as much hands-on experience as they could get. Everyone wanted to stay."

      "You didn't consider contacting us?" Ray asked.

      "Actually, we did discuss it. But we thought the police wouldn't get involved because it wasn't a crime scene. As Marcus put it, it was just some anonymous nutcase who hated archaeologists. Nigel suggested the guy must have failed his degree, which caused much laughter and the sombre mood lifted.

      "We opened two trial trenches. Burials were found in both, but there was no time to examine them. The remains were photographed and the trenches covered over for the night. As the daylight began to fade we headed for our vehicles. I think we all experienced a similar sense of relief. Nobody had interrupted us. Perhaps it was just an empty threat after all."

      Ray studied Tony's body language, the tension in his face and hands. "I get the impression that the nutcase notion was fairly soon abandoned. Am I right, Mr Danby?"

      "I'm sad to say you are. Next day we all arrived at the same time, parked up and walked the short distance to the excavation site where we got one hell of a shock. The trial trenches had been backfilled and the finds' tent ripped to shreds. In the centre of the cleared area a roughly-painted board was nailed to a wooden post. It read: IF YOU VALUE YOUR PEACE OF MIND LEAVE THE DEAD ALONE.

      Martin looked up from his notes. "That's hard evidence of harrassment. It's something tangible we could have used."

      "We were shocked and not considering evidence, I'm afraid. My first rational thought was to tackle Charles about our legal status. He confirmed the university had approached both parish and district councils and everyone was happy for the dig to go ahead. I recall Marcus interrupted us, saying that someone definitely wasn't happy and he was watching them approach that very moment.

      "They appeared so suddenly, as if they'd risen from the earth. A group of seven figures, with scarves across their lower faces and the hoods of their jackets shadowing their eyes, were walking towards us from the direction of the oak wood. Two of the group had huge mastiffs held on heavy choke chains."

      "The original dogs of war," Ray interrupted, " a crucial element in battle from pre-Roman to mediaeval times. Still used in some countries by police and military."

      Martin paused in his note taking, surprised as so often before by the range of his partner's knowledge.

      "The dogs were truly terrifying, but Charles seemed completely unfazed. He told the group who he was and that he was in charge of the excavation. He asked them to state their business.

      "An exceptionally tall and powerfully-built man stepped forward. He was evidently their spokesman. He told us that nothing but trouble could come from disturbing the dead. Charles, to his credit, kept his nerve. He asked the man who he thought he was to make such claims. The spokesman replied that he was the voice of his people and the chosen representative of their sacred wishes. Charles countered that we had every right to be there, that the required notices were printed in Stone Clough parish magazine and on the district council's website. Everyone who needed to know had been informed. It was too late to make objections.

      "The spokesman replied that they were from Pen Crags and this was their ancestors' burial ground. He claimed they were the custodians of the sacred dead and that outsiders were not allowed to trespass on their graves. He said our very presence was an act of defilement. I think we were all aware that we were facing fanatics, whose hostility was palpable.

      "He said we should let the dead rest in their otherworld. Disturbing them was a breach of ancient law and would have serious consequences. Charles challenged him, asking what ancient laws were these? The man replied that they followed the laws of Hywel Dda; removing items from the dead was sacrilege and would have repercussions.

      "I told him that under English law he had no right to challenge the decisions that had been legally made regarding the site. I added that I thought it was time for them to leave. Marcus and Nigel, meanwhile, had taken out their phones and had photographed the hostile group. 'You're on record now, buddy,' I remember Marcus saying. 'This is going viral.'

      "The tall man appeared unperturbed. He said we should leave now and that was his final warning. The group departed, melting away among the trees of the oak wood."

      "You should have come to us sooner," Ray advised. "We might have been able to talk some sense into those guys. I don't think Hywel Dda would have much weight in a modern court."

      "With hindsight I can see that we should. But you have to understand we were all a bit unnerved. Charles and I worried that setbacks might compromise the funding. To add to our feelings of confusion Marcus and Nigel found they had nothing on their phones. For a moment we could have believed we'd been trying to photograph ghosts!

      "Charles said if anyone wanted to leave the project he completely understood their position. No one should have to go through a situation like that in the pursuit of lawful activities. If they wanted to move on with their careers they could count on him for a reference. He said he would speak to the department, as they may want to make an official complaint. 'Who do they complain to?' Nigel asked angrily. 'The ancient dead of Pen Crags? Or maybe just summon the spirit of Hywel Dda.'

      "No one wanted to leave. They didn't see why a bunch of thugs claiming to be into some weird ancestor cult should make one scrap of difference to what the team was doing. They were seeking new knowledge and it was the public's democratic right to share in it. Sue raised the point that the group from Pen Crags claimed the land was theirs – why would they lie? Annette thought they could at least have a moral right to protect the sanctity of their ancestors.

      "It seemed to me that some official somewhere must have slipped up and the longer the matter remained unresolved the greater the risk the team would fragment. I decided to drive to Stone Clough and find someone who could explain how this mess had come about."
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        * * *

      

      "I parked in the village main street and decided the church of St John the Evangelist might be a safer bet than the local post office. When I entered the church I found Reverend Sykes, the vicar, arranging booklets on a table near the door. I explained the situation and hoped for the best.

      "The vicar said he was sorry to hear of our problems, but he knew the people in Pen Crags were not consulted about the excavation. He added that it must have taken them completely by surprise.

      "I asked him what our dig had to do with Pen Crags when the site was in Stone Clough parish. He replied that it had everything to do with it. Pen Crags folk claimed it was the burial site of their ancestors, but the irony was no one would know for certain unless the excavation could continue and find confirming evidence.

      "I said I was getting the impression there was conflict between Stone Clough and Pen Crags. Reverend Sykes agreed. He gave me a recent example, when young Pen Crags stockmen diverted the stream that fed the field troughs in Stone Clough village. The source of the stream was on Pen Crags land, but it was taken as an act of hostility by the people here. They retaliated by giving their permission for the excavation.

      "I asked the vicar how long this feud had been going on and was surprised by his reply."

      The detectives exchanged interested glances. "You're going to tell me this conflict has a thousand years' history, aren't you?" Ray commented.

      "Apparently so. Reverend Sykes believed it started when Athelstan tried to take the remains of old Elmet by force in the mid-920s. Some remote places like Cragg Vale and Pen Crags fought back.

      Ray laughed. "Saxon and Celt. On the football field and in village England. What you're saying doesn't surprise me. Some say it's taught. Others that it's in the blood."

      "The vicar told me there was also a long-running dispute about the precise position of the boundary between the two parishes, Stone Clough claiming the burial ground was in their parish, while Pen Crags asserted the opposite. 'I could hardly believe what I was hearing!' Reverend Sykes exclaimed.

      "Surely, I protested, the boundary was clearly defined on the Ordnance Survey map? Not so, was the vicar's reply. It's shown following alternative routes on different maps and nobody seems to agree on the definitive boundary. The dispute could end up in court, but neither side wants to make the first move in case they lose and have the costs to pay."

      "They'd rather feud than sort it out," Ray remarked. "So it inevitably becomes a way of life."

      "The vicar told me he was doing his best in Stone Clough to make them see reason. He handed me a booklet entitled STONE CLOUGH – A VILLAGE HISTORY. It was twenty-four pages in length and divided into chapters, one of which was headed ANCIENT RIVALRIES and another THE DISPUTED PARISH BOUNDARY.

      "I asked him if he was the anonymous author? He replied it had begun as a labour of love, but had changed into something of a penance. I bought six copies."
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      "When I briefed the team I was overwhelmed with questions. Was there a feature on the dig in the local papers? Had some influential bigwig muzzled the press? Was it the funny handshake folk – all in the same lodge and not a Pen Crags' Celt among them? Charles said nobody the department spoke with had rung the tocsin. The geophysics survey went ahead and no one came storming up from Pen Crags to try to stop it. And no one in Stone Clough breathed a syllable about any enmities.

      "I handed round the booklets, saying the problem was deeper and more complex than any outsider could have realised. Charles added that the dig was still official and he wanted to carry on, 'in spite of Hywel Dda'."
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      "Marcus had suggested someone should visit Pen Crags and 'try to talk sense into those freaks'. No one volunteered, so Marcus and I, in my four-by-four Wrangler, drove through the winding lanes into Pen Crags parish. High on the surrounding hillsides the shepherds and cattlemen watched us, appearing to make a blatant point of their lack of concealment. One of them must have blown a dog whistle, which set the entire canine population of the parish barking at once. This achieved, the stockmen melted invisibly into the hillsides.

      "As we entered the village we had the disconcerting impression that the people had hushed the dogs, stopped work in farmyards and gardens, closed windows, doors and gates and disappeared into the darkened depths of sculleries and back parlours. In no time at all it seemed the village had become like a place suddenly abandoned.

      "The houses of dark moorland stone were clustered at the bottom of a steep valley, the grassy slopes dotted with clumps of gorse and hawthorn bushes and topped by jagged cliffs. Deep shadows filled the hollows and hill creases, where cascading waterfalls caught fleeting gleams of sun. Beyond the valley, dun-coloured moorland stretched into the distance, with here and there a vivid outcrop of flowering ling.

      "Marcus, studying the road map, observed that there was only one road into the village, which was a dead end. Any traffic on the road had only one destination. The whole village must have known we were coming to confront them.

      "The village street we were entering was completely deserted: no pedestrians, not even a parked vehicle, no signs of activity anywhere. Images arose in my mind of war zones around the world where streets like this would be booby-trapped, interlopers ambushed. I half expected guerilla fighters, bristling with weaponry, to emerge from behind bushes and dry-stone walls.

      "'It's a ghost town!' Marcus exclaimed. 'Maybe it's only the dead who live here!' I slowed the Wrangler to walking pace. An imposing mansion built from the same dark stone stood at the northern limits of the village. It lay fifty metres back from the village street, its front garden enclosed by a low dry-stone wall. On the gate was a neatly carved sign that read LOW ROWAN HALL. A mature rowan tree grew on each side of the main entrance.

      "Beyond the mansion lay a wide crossroads, where the tarmac gave way to rough tracks, surfaced with broken stone. A grass-covered triangle of ground lay at the centre of the crossroads. In the middle of the triangle, in place of a direction sign, a gallows had been erected. Hanging from it was a row of six bodies.

      "'Is this real?' Marcus exclaimed again. 'We're in a horror movie!' The bodies were straw-stuffed effigies with horrific face masks suggestive of agonised deaths. Pinned to each effigy was a single word. From left to right the words read LEAVE OUR DEAD ALONE... GO HOME.

      "The implied brutality of the scene overwhelmed us. We were immediately concerned for the safety of Annette and Sue, because we had no idea what these people might be capable of. I tried to photograph the effigies with my Canon EOS 5D, but with no success, every exposure resulting in nothing but pale streaks and blobs, like ectoplasm at a spiritualists' seance.

      "We decided we were wasting our time and should leave while the Wrangler's engine was still running."

      "You fled," Ray commented suddenly. "Why didn't you come straight to us?"

      "Would you have believed us without hard evidence?"

      "I'd have taken the events seriously and done my best to help you. At least you'd have put the situation on record."

      "I don't see what you could have done. It was a doomed project from the start."

      Martin looked up from his notes. "So what did you do? Go home? Return to the dig?"

      "We felt like a pair of displaced persons. Our momentum and passion were being effectively erased. As we left Pen Crags village we felt watched by a host of invisible eyes."
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      "When we arrived back at the dig we found that the trenches had been re-excavated, but none of the contents had been removed. A new finds' tent had been erected from which the voices of the other archaeologists drifted out into the still September air.

      "Charles was away consulting Ordnance Survey maps in the county library. Mention of the Pen Crags' gallows freaked the girls out completely. Annette worried that 'those people' might be dangerous enough to attack them 'or something just as crazy'. I said as long as we all stayed together on site we'd be safe. Acts of violence with multiple witnesses would surely be a step too far."

      "You were right to think that," Ray said. "We'd have been arresting all the adults in Pen Crags. I've a feeling that wasn't the kind of publicity they'd want."

      "Sue said she felt some sympathy for the Pen Crags' people. She asked how we would feel if strangers started digging up our ancestors. She thought, in the future, archaeologists might be compelled to stick to digs that didn't stir up emotional conflicts. She thought the discipline should respect the views of anyone who objected to the digging up and carting off of their deceased relatives.

      "Nigel emphasised the point that the burials here were of ancestors, probably pre-Roman and over two thousand years old. How could anyone still be attached to such ancient remains? But Sue said it was obvious some people still were.

      "I said I thought the situation we were in was completely ridiculous. The dead had a contribution to make to the world of knowledge. It was blinkered and unreasonable to deny this to the wider world. Annette thought that if she was one of those dead ancestors she'd want her remains to be investigated; she'd want the world to know how she'd lived, what her social status was, maybe even how she'd died. I laughed and observed we had as many differing opinions as we had members of the team. Judging by this sample, society would remain divided.

      "Charles stepped through the tent flap. He seemed pleased to find everyone energised and animated. He told us he had found a discrepancy between the 1851 and 1910 maps. The parish boundary between Pen Crags and Stone Clough followed a stream to the south of Ludd's Castle on the 1851 map, but as we'd seen for ourselves there was no stream there now. It was his guess it was diverted before the 1910 map was surveyed. He'd phoned the Ordnance Survey and learned that the next survey of this area was ongoing. 'So maybe Pen Crags will get its burial site back.'

      "In the meantime he insisted that we must continue with the excavation, focusing on high-status burials first, taking the physical remains and the grave goods, then backfilling the trenches before anyone from Pen Crags realised. We would keep the finds' trays locked up in the department's van and only do minimal cleaning in the tent. In this way we hoped we would fulfil our responsibilities to the thinking public, the university and ourselves. We would have to work fast and Charles asked me to ring the usual reserves.

      "As I drove back to the university in the early evening I recalled Charles's resolve with a heart-warming feeling of pleasure. The team was unified behind strong leadership. But in spite of my buoyant mood a niggling doubt began to worm its way into my mind. If we continued with the excavation in this clandestine manner, would we be guilty of an act of hubris? And, if so, what dire nemesis might follow?"
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      "The next morning we were all hard at work by nine o'clock. The six members of the original team had been supplemented by four regular volunteers from our pool of contacts. One of them was Oliver Pallister who, I realised later, must have been the nighthawks' spy.

      "There were too many things about Oliver I didn't like. He was boastful and too given to name dropping; but, more disturbingly, I sensed a calculating coldness in his character lurking just beneath the surface. But he was a hard and willing worker and had been on excavations with Charles and myself in the past. We had enough problems on this dig already, so I buried my dislike and got on with the work.

      "During the mid-morning refreshment break Charles drew me aside. He glanced up at the outline of the ringfort and said he'd like to take a look at Ludd's Castle. Had we time to walk up? I thought it would surely be okay to leave Marcus in charge for an hour.

      "Fifteen minutes later we stood in the centre of the ringfort, a flat grassy space about thirty-five by twenty-five metres, surrounded by the collapsed remains of an earth bank about a metre high and a three-metre-deep external ditch.

      "The view of the surrounding landscape was impressive, with rolling moorland to the east and rugged river valleys to the west. The village of Stone Clough could be seen to the south-west, its houses straggling along the sides of a steep ravine. The sweeping hillside pastures of Pen Crags were hidden from sight by intervening northern slopes.

      "Charles exclaimed with delight at the views, saying that at one time the exposed location would have suggested a defensive purpose for the ringfort, but we had to think outside the usual boxes these days. I remarked that the ringfort was too small to be a defensive position and would at most have been no more than a lookout.

      "Charles suggested we assumed Moorhouse was correct and the site contained a pagan temple. He said Moorhouse found what he called sacred stones. Then, in true Victorian form, he took them home and put them in his garden! Charles regretted that sketches hadn't even been made. 'A faded photo would have helped'.

      "What do you think this place was? he asked suddenly. He said he'd be interested in my ideas. 'We're outside the box now and no one's listening!' I felt gratified to be asked. I said I thought we had to get beyond the ritual enclosure type of non-response. I said I'd an idea all this ditch digging was protective, but not militarily.

      "Charles agreed. He thought the site may have been designed 'to keep out evil spirits'. The officiating priests might have hammered in stakes bearing apotropaic masks or severed heads, a typical Celtic practice as we both knew. I added that they may have been trying to keep something in. Moorhouse had called this place a temenos, so maybe the people used Ludd's Castle to invoke the presence of a deity. I said they were undoubtedly more mystical times back then, when people were in awe of their natural surroundings, believing in magic and a whole invisible world – and in a life after death.

      "I remember Charles agreeing wholeheartedly, adding that there was a legend attached to the ringfort. Moorhouse had written that anyone who went there on All Hallows Eve would see the entrance to hell. If we took away the Christianisations we could have a folk memory of Celtic death rites. I suggested that for hell read underworld, the world of the dead.

      "An idea was forming in my mind. I said if this whole area was sacred to the Celtic dead – and if there was a Celtic temple in this enclosure – our current project may only be touching part of a much wider sacred landscape. 'Ludd as psychopomp!' Charles enthused. 'Death rites at the Celts' Gates of Winter festival!' In which case, I added, the ringfort entrance should be aligned on first November sunset. What a pity we couldn't excavate now!

      "At that moment a pair of carrion crows settled on the encircling bank and cawed at us. Within a few minutes they were joined by several more. They set up a cacophony of angry cawing, then hopped boldly into the enclosure. Charles watched the birds thoughtfully. He reminded me that they were omens of death in the Celtic world and perhaps their presence was a confirmation: this was a place where you could go to hell!

      "I don't think they want us here," I said. "We'd better go before something happens we might regret."
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        * * *

      

      "As dusk was thickening on the eastern horizon the team began packing up. We hadn't been interrupted by hostile locals and had made good progress under a sunny September sky. We loaded the finds, which included complete skeletons and a large number of carefully-labelled grave goods, into the back of the department's van that we had brought for the purpose. The trenches had been backfilled.

      "As the rest of the team drove away Charles and I folded the trestle tables in the finds' tent, to give the impression to any nocturnal visitors from Pen Crags that the dig was winding down. As we were walking back to the van Charles realised he'd left his glasses in the tent and said he'd just pop back to get them.

      "I changed my muddy boots while I waited for him, then I decided to turn the van around, feeling a distinct sense of unease and an increasing impatience to get away from the place. I put this down to the isolation of the site and the steadily encroaching darkness.

      "I heard Charles's cry through the open driver's window. He was on his way back to the van and I saw him fall. I ran to help him. I simply thought he'd tripped over something on the ground.

      "When I reached him he was lying on his back and seemed to be unconscious. I could see no visible cause for his sudden collapse. In spite of my attempts at resuscitation I was unable to restore him to consciousness. Completely helpless I phoned for the emergency services.

      "It was only later I got an inkling of what he must have seen."
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        * * *

      

      "So there you have it," Tony said, "the main events of our doomed excavation. I sat in the hospital waiting room hoping for positive news of Charles and thinking how a life could change in a moment and how all the people dependent on that life would be left with their hopes in free fall, facing the turmoil of adjusting to the new situation."

      Tony, Ray and Martin drank more coffee in Tony's office. Martin had hardly said a word during the archaeologist's account of the excavation, busying himself with writing detailed notes.

      "And did they adjust?" Ray asked.

      "I rang the university archaeology department and got the number for Charles's wife. Then I remembered Charles saying she was in Berlin at an arts festival. I left a message on her voicemail, asking her to ring me back. The next thing I needed to do was speak to the team, who were understandably shocked. Though they all said they would come to the hospital, it was only Annette and Sue who joined me. By the time they arrived the doctors had moved Charles to their stroke unit. Sue said Marcus and Nigel were phoning round, trying to find excavation work for the summer. They said to pass on their best wishes to Charles, but they had decided the dig was a lost cause."

      "So Mr Bellingham's stroke was curtains for the excavation?" Ray asked.

      "It was," Tony confirmed. " Charles is a hard act to follow when it comes to the Celts."

      Ray thought he detected a hint of resentment in Tony's voice, but he let it pass. There was nothing wrong with ambition if you pursued it with propriety.

      "What happened to the team?"

      "Sue told me the next day that Marcus and Nigel had got lucky and were transferring to a rescue dig in the north Midlands. She and Annette returned to their work in the department. And so have I. I'd hoped they would have asked me to take over the dig, but I've heard nothing from the department on that yet. I'm extremely disappointed for Charles and sad for us all. I feel I'm stuck in limbo till the situation is resolved."

      "Was it a major stroke Mr. Bellingham suffered?" Martin questioned.

      "The doctor I spoke to was pretty tight-lipped, but when I explained I needed to speak with Charles's wife who was abroad, he opened up a bit and said they were still doing tests, but he was optimistic the patient would make a good recovery. He added, however, that it could be a long time before Charles could function normally."

      "Have you any idea how it happened?" Ray queried.

      Tony shook his head. "He was getting a bit portly, but we'd just walked up to the ringfort and he kept pace easily with me."

      "That's not quite what I meant," Ray said. "I should have asked if Mr. Bellingham saw something that might have triggered the attack? There was no sign of the roughnecks from Pen Crags, for example?"

      "No. Nothing like that. The place was deserted. Charles and I were completely alone." Tony paused a moment, reflecting. "But, now you ask, I thought I glimpsed a movement on the hillside, but it was getting dark and difficult to see. I ran to Charles's aid and looked again, but there was nothing, only the rising wind shrieking like a banshee in the trees. Although..." he paused again, frowning, "now I'm looking back at the incident I realise I was taking in more than I thought I was. I'm aware now that everything changed and then went back to normal."

      Ray leaned forward expectantly. "How d'you mean?"

      "It's hard to explain. The atmosphere changed...it became charged with something I've never experienced before, although I had what I might call a foretaste on the visit with Marcus to Pen Crags."

      "You mean you felt the presence of something threatening, even evil?" Ray asked.

      Martin's eyes opened wide with surprise at his colleague's question.

      Tony chose his words carefully. "Well yes...at least...something sinister. And there was another sound, not just the wind in the trees. Something deeper, something that was disturbing. It lasted only a few moments then it was gone. I could convince myself I imagined this, but I don't think I did. And I had the impression of something rushing away up the hillside. But I can't recall what it was. Something outlandish...something I couldn't identify."
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      The basement below Low Rowan Hall in Pen Crags village was illuminated by the glow from two dozen tallow lamps in their niches. In their soft light the true nature of the cavernous space could be seen. The walls were composed of roughly-hewn stone, evidence that the place had been cut from the living rock. The floor was similar, but worn smooth over many centuries by the passage of feet. The impression a stranger might receive was that the basement belonged to a time long before the present mansion was built.

      Owain, the tall man who had spoken to the archaeologists, stood before the stone altar at the eastern end of the basement. His three younger brothers, Bryn, Dewi and Huw, stood silently behind him. The altar stone and its four supporting pillars were clearly defined in the light of nearby lamps. All five stones were richly carved with spirals, stylised male heads and monstrous beasts. The archaic nature of the carvings suggested that the stones had been brought from another site, possibly from a pagan temple.

      That thought was present in Owain's mind as he stood at the altar. His great-great-grandfather and his closest kin had brought the stones to the basement from the garden of the interfering antiquarian Robert Moorhouse, before he had time to build them into the walls of his house extension. But they did not belong in Low Rowan Hall. Their place was in Ludd's Castle as it always had been – and he swore a silent oath before the altar then and there, that he would return them and rebuild the shrine.

      He and his supporters were gaining influence in Pen Crags parish. Soon they would be able to marginalise the dominatrix Bronwen Pryce and her group of older parishioners. Then they could fulfil the ancestors' wishes. First they had to prepare: no archaeologists, no intruders from Stone Clough and no thieves that came to rob graves in the night.

      A carved stone head stood before him on the altar. The carved head was lifesize, oval, with almond-shaped eyes, a rudimentary nose and a simple slit for the mouth. It was a minimalist design, without either ears or hair, carved on one face of a squared-off block of stone. This was the most common of several basic designs that the insular Celts had adopted from time immemorial.

      Three days earlier, an identical carved head had been charged and the guardian put in place. Then he and his three brothers had taken the secret route to the burial ground. It was a night of full moon. By its light, using wooden tools, they had prepared a hollow in the hillside above the graves in which to place the head. They had allowed old bracken and moss to overhang the buried head until it was invisible. Their task had been completed with an ancient invocation in old Welsh, intoned on the wild hillside under the moon.

      The thought form within the head could only be activated by himself, or one of his brothers. He had chosen the time of the first activation because the moon would not rise before darkness had fallen. This would give the guardian the greatest scope for surprise. He knew that an element of luck would also be required.

      In the basement he had looked into a scrying mirror, which lay at one end of a plain oak table. At the opposite end of the table, which was oriented south-east in the direction of the excavation site, an object stood under a black cloth. In the centre of the table a single tallow lamp burned, casting huge shadows around the basement.

      The excavation site and the hillside above it could be seen in the mirror. Charles Bellingham was clearly visible stepping into the finds' tent. A second person was turning a vehicle around in the car park area. The burial ground and the hillside above were otherwise deserted.

      At a signal from Owain, Bryn had carefully removed the cloth to reveal what appeared to be a death mask, but this was a mask taken from the carved stone head, which was now on the hillside above the graves. The mask stood upright, fixed to the table by a supporting frame. The tallow lamp was placed behind the mask and the light shone through its eyes and mouth, transforming it into the appearance of a fiend.

      Owain, with the help of his brothers, had willed the risen guardian down the hillside towards the archaeologist as he emerged from the tent. They had watched as the gigantic shadow-creature hovered over the terrified man. Then, as the archaeologist fell to the ground, they had withdrawn the guardian before his colleague had time to track it. Any mysterious sounds he heard would be rationalised as the howling of the wind.

      The later attack on the metal detectorists had been more prolonged, because they had to be sure the two men would be discouraged from ever returning. The result was more final than they’d planned. But Owain and his supporters had seen it as vindication of their endeavours, although Owain knew this view would not be shared by more cautious elements in the parish.

      He and his brothers, along with half a dozen close friends had watched the fatal events unfold in the scrying mirror. He’d then placed a cloth over the mirror, as Bryn carefully covered the death mask at the opposite end of the table in order to deactivate the guardian. It was unlikely that anything would be traced back to them, but with thought forms there was always a slight risk.

      "I think we can expect an official visit fairly soon," Owain said. "The lookouts will need to be extra vigilant."

      "We'll spread the word," Huw replied. "Who will deal with it?"

      "Not us,"Owain said. "Leave it to Bronwen. She likes to play games with officialdom."

      "Shall I tell her?"

      "She knows. I've let her read my thoughts."

      "All of them?" Bryn asked in surprise.

      "Only the less important ones."

      As Dewi was leaving Owain turned to him.

      "We need two bolts on the door. We require privacy from now on."

      "I'll see to it today."

      Owain waited until his brothers had left the basement, then lifted the stone head from the altar. He could feel the energy in the head running through his hands and forearms. He was pleased – the head had only been standing on the altar for half an hour and already it was responding as he’d hoped.

      He placed the head beneath the altar and crossed the room to sit at the oak table, where the scrying mirror lay at one end covered by a cloth. He sat for a long time, deep in meditation.

      The thought form had proved to be an effective guardian, but he could already see that the means of sustaining their terrifying creation were limited. It was time for them to access more powerful and dangerous energy. His task was to persuade his closest followers to support him.

      He was about to join his brothers to discuss his ideas when Bronwen Pryce, swept into the room. Bronwen was the teacher at the village primary school, and had greying hair and sea-green eyes.

      "I've been looking for you everywhere, Owain." Her tone sounded accusatory.

      "I thought you possessed the gift of second sight," he replied sarcastically, "and you knew where I was all the time."

      She ignored his sarcasm. "There's been an accident near Boothroyd's. I don't

      suppose you know anything about it?"

      He smiled at her, but his eyes were hard and unyielding. "You tell me what you think I'm supposed to know."

      "You caused it," she stated angrily. "And now you'll expect me to save you."

      "If people have accidents, they’d better choose their activities more carefully," he replied darkly.

      She glared at him. "Why do you always go against my wishes? Why do you put us at risk?"

      "Because your wishes don't protect us. I am not called Ardwyad for nothing. The people know I have their wellbeing at heart. They know I work for the future of this community. You accuse me of taking risks – doing nothing is a risk. It risks the slow death of this place!"

      He flung his points at her like weapons and Bronwen softened her manner. "It would have been better to speak to me first, before taking actions whose results can't now be undone."

      "You're going to stop the archaeologists and those night thieves by talking?" he replied scornfully. "Action is the only way – and someone has to be bold enough to take it!"

      "Action without reflection is irresponsible," she countered.

      "Reflection without action is useless," was his rejoinder.

      She sensed the assurance and the power in him. For a moment she felt herself weaken. But she couldn’t allow herself to be reduced, to waver in his presence like a reed in the wind. Without her guile he could take one risk too many and plunge their community into ruin.

      She met his dark gaze as strongly as she could. "If your actions lead to unforeseen consequences, who will protect the protector except myself?"

      "The people are with me." He smiled at her. "I need no other protection."

      She hit back. "Your arrogance will destroy you, as it has done many times to the so-called leaders of our people. Our history is the witness to that truth."

      "Your argument is flawed. Our history in this parish is witness to courage and resilience," he said coldly. "My actions are guided by knowledge, not by self-interest. It's a lesson you should have learned by now."

      Bronwen stared at him angrily. Both of them knew the balance of power was shifting in his favour and there was very little she could do to check it. She turned on her heel and left the basement.

      Owain watched her go, his features as unyielding as if they’d been carved in stone. Her warning meant nothing. Action had been taken and he would be ready for the consequences, and would do whatever it took to turn them to his advantage.
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        * * *

      

      After a late and hasty lunch in the station canteen the detectives headed back into the hills. Martin was behind the wheel of the Volvo, because Ray wanted to look through his notes from their interview with Tony Danby.

      "Excellent notes, Martin," Ray said, putting them in the glove compartment. "Anyone reading them would be placed clearly in the picture."

      "Thanks." Martin knew he wrote good notes, but he was rarely praised for them. He was suddenly wary, waiting for the catch.

      "You omitted the word ‘evil’ in my final question to Tony Danby and replaced it with ‘unpleasant’. Why?"

      Martin had hoped Ray wouldn't question the edit. He sighed. "I just didn't think it was appropriate. Evil's a personal thing. One guy might think the government's evil, another might think they're corrupt. It's not quite the same thing."

      "Corruption can be evil. Unpleasantness is definitely not."

      Martin was disinclined to labour the point. He wanted to get this odd and deeply unsatisfactory day behind him. "Okay, I'm sorry, I'll put evil back in. But first you have to give me your precise definition of the word."

      "Evil is some person, thing or situation that is irredeemably bad, or corrupt, or even self-serving, depending on the circumstances," Ray replied with a winning smile. "Will that do? In the context of my question I was just trying to get clarity on Tony Danby's subjective opinion regarding the changed atmosphere on that hillside. He decided it was sinister. My use of the word evil forced him to think. A sinister presence on that hillside gives me something to work on."

      "D'you know what could have caused it?"

      "Not yet. But my intuition tells me I'll find out soon."

      They fell silent. Ray seemed content to look at the scenery and Martin, unable to fathom his colleague's thinking, focused on the tortuous road ahead.

      "Have you ever been out to Pen Crags?" Ray suddenly asked.

      "Only once. A few months ago. I had to talk to the father of a young guy who was suspected of selling drugs in the local pubs. You were on holiday, I recall."

      "Who did you speak with?"

      "Some woman. She didn't give her name. She took me to the young guy's house, then laughed and suddenly seemed to remember he was in Scotland. I talked with the dad who said he knew nothing. My visit was a complete waste of time. I guess I'd been given the runaround."

      "I've only been to Pen Crags five or six times in my thirty years with the county," Ray admitted. "Mostly about livestock rustling and possession of unlicensed firearms. Other stuff seems to be dealt with in the parish. I've no idea what will happen when we get there today, or who we'll be able to speak with."

      "I hope we're not in for more frustration," Martin said gloomily. "The morning was bad enough."

      "Something bothering you?"

      "The whole thing seems weird," Martin said, his face betraying his puzzlement. "The more I think about it the more I get bad vibes. Nothing stacks up. A healthy guy has a stroke out of nowhere. And a couple of seasoned criminals flee into the night like terrified schoolboys. There's no sense to it. And all we have to go on is a sinister atmosphere, which may or may not be evil, depending on the bias of your lexicon."

      "If it's any consolation I feel just the same," Ray confessed.

      And that was it – end of conversation. Martin changed tack.

      "Just so I know when we get there; these Pen Crags guys can be accused of intimidation, am I right, but not yet of harassment?"

      "That's about it," Ray replied. "I hope our visit will persuade them to put a brake on this kind of activity."

      "The dig's been suspended, so in an unexpected way they got what they wanted."

      "So it would seem," Ray said with sombre emphasis. "But a warning won't go amiss."
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        * * *

      

      The detectives drove into Pen Crags, stopped in the main village street, got out of the Volvo and surveyed the area. The street was deserted. There were no lights in the windows of the houses, no sign of human life in orchard or garden.

      But there were animals in abundance. The cries of sheep drifted down from the surrounding hillsides, cattle bellowed in paddocks and fold yards, tethered goats bleated as they browsed in the lanes and poultry scampered everywhere.

      "Does the livestock run this place?" Martin asked. "Are all the people dead?"

      "The bush telegraph's been busy," Ray replied sombrely.

      As he spoke the figure of a woman appeared in the street, walking briskly towards them.

      "She's the one I spoke with," Martin said as soon as he saw her. "I think she's a bit of a joker."

      "We'd best be careful what we say then," Ray advised.

      "Good afternoon. Detective Blackshaw and... Detective Lumb, isn't it?" Bronwen said as she drew near. "I was hoping we could talk."

      Ray and Martin shook hands with Bronwen.

      "You have the advantage of me, I'm afraid," Ray said. "Should I remember you?"

      "Bronwen Pryce." Bronwen smiled brightly at Ray.

      "Ah, yes," Ray recalled. "We met at the agricultural show last June. You were

      looking after a flower stall for a friend and gave me a bunch of red roses for my wife. She was thrilled with them."

      "I've met this young man before too," Bronwen gave Martin a shrewd, appraising glance. "Will you be taking over from Detective Blackshaw when he retires?"

      Martin recovered quickly from the unexpected question. " That's none of your business," he replied bluntly.

      Ray tried to defuse the sudden tension. "I enjoy my work," he replied with complete candour. "I've no intention of giving it up any time soon."

      "Oh... I just assumed you'd soon be taking your retirement." Bronwen smiled innocuously at Ray.

      Ray was beginning to dislike the woman's smile. Behind it, he sensed a habitual schemer, trying to unsettle him, to capture the initiative.

      "In my work I've learned never to assume anything." Ray fashioned a phoney smile of his own, which had the effect of removing hers completely.

      Martin gestured at the empty street."Where is everyone?"

      "They're all in the hills." Bronwen glanced at the surrounding slopes in confirmation. "They're moving the sheep to the last of the summer pasture."

      "We must talk with someone who has authority to speak for the parish," Ray said curtly.

      "I have that authority," Bronwen replied with calm assurance. "If it's about the young men who had words with the archaeologists, I wish to apologise on their behalf. I think they were simply guilty of an excess of enthusiasm."

      "Intimidation would be more accurate," Martin replied sternly. "And it will not be tolerated."

      "Let's not split hairs over a choice of words, Detective." Bronwen reinstated her smile. "I've already apologised."

      "An apology's only as good as the resolve that follows it," Ray said gruffly. "We don't want to have to raise this matter again."

      "You won't have to," Bronwen replied. "Just leave it with me."

      Ray didn’t believe her. He sensed she was several moves ahead of them already.

      "Did anyone from the village go to the archaeological site late last night?" Martin asked.

      "Why on earth would they do that?" Bronwen replied in apparent surprise.

      "I don't know," Martin said frostily. "You tell us."

      "It's most unlikely, unless they were out on a sheep-rustling patrol."

      "Do you lose many sheep to rustling?" Martin continued.

      Bronwen paused, weighing her words. "We do lose a few occasionally, usually to those habitual robbers in Stone Clough. But we always get them back. I'll ask around and let you know."

      " I'll hold you to it," Martin replied tersely.

      "There's more to this than you're telling me," Bronwen said. "If you elaborated, perhaps I could give you more help."

      Or find more ways to hinder us, Ray thought. "We're not at liberty to say anything further. We'll wait to hear from you." He didn't believe they would hear another word. And he doubted their brief visit would act as much of a deterrent to curbing their young men's enthusiasm.

      The detectives got into the Volvo and drove out of the village. Brownwen, with a troubled expression, watched them drive away.

      For the first time in her life she had a rival in the parish who was completely beyond her control. Owain's supporters were growing, particularly among the younger folk, while hers were becoming out of touch and losing their inner fire. And now she had to fend off two very insistent police officers. She was already helping Owain, though he hadn't asked her and she hadn't offered. It was the only way to hold on to the power that was slowly slipping away from her. She could feel Owain drawing it from her, like water from a sacred well. But he would have to work hard for it.
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        * * *

      

      Ray and Martin headed back to HQ. Ray was behind the wheel of the Volvo.

      "This Bronwen Pryce is a bit of a tricky one, isn't she?" he began. "She likes to ask the questions and be in control."

      "I thought you knew her well," Martin put in. "You seem to know everyone."

      "I've only met her the once," Ray admitted. "I didn't realise at the time that she was

      the new matriarch."

      "Who was your contact in Pen Crags before Bronwen Pryce?"

      "I didn't have much to do with Pen Crags, as I've said. Communities up here in the hills pretty much make their own decisions on what amounts to acceptable behaviour. But I used to speak with a guy who called himself Iolo Morganwg, who spent most of our meetings entertaining me with the exploits of his people in the Scottish Border raids of centuries ago. Incredibly tall tales and no proof of any of it. As far as I'm aware, nothing serious has happened here until now, at least nothing that's involved suspicious deaths. There's been conflict with Stone Clough, but they seem to have stopped short of killing each other. There are lurid tales from the past, but for want of hard evidence I think that's what they'll remain – just tales."

      "So this Bronwen Pryce has come from nowhere?" Martin persisted.

      "She's obviously pushed herself forward when my contact died last year." Ray laughed. "I wish you luck with Bronwen Pryce when you become my successor – on my

      impending retirement!"

      "Are you retiring?" Martin asked in surprise.

      "I haven't a clue," Ray replied with a laugh. "You'd better ask her!"
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        * * *

      

      Bronwen found Owain, as usual, in the basement of Low Rowan Hall. He stood before the altar, contemplating the presence of two carved stone heads which were placed at opposite ends of the altar stone.

      The sight of the stone heads alarmed her. "What's happening here?" she asked sharply.

      He turned to her, his dark eyes hostile and wary. "I'm engaged in community business that doesn't concern you." His manner was tense, guarded.

      She fought the urge to slap his face. How dare he talk to her like that? He was almost twenty years her junior and should at least treat her with respect. She took a deep breath to calm herself. "I'm merely asking what purpose these heads will serve?"

      "I'm afraid I'm not able to say," he replied coldly. "We haven't decided yet."

      "We?" She almost exploded. "Who are we? You have an unofficial committee now, have you, of which I'm obviously not a member?"

      "Not a committee. Just family and friends. Kindred spirits."

      She stared at him, hardly able to believe his brazenness. "The police were here today. It was your ill-considered actions that brought them."

      "I'm aware. We were watching them."

      "Your spies were out, were they?" She gave free rein to her anger. "Are you keeping files on us all like the Stasi?"

      "It's time for someone to take charge, someone who has the future of our community as his sacred duty." His dark gaze silenced her with its force. "Your brief ascendancy is over. It's time now for action and resolve, or this community will fragment like so many others and simply disappear! For a tragedy like that to happen on your watch must, I think, be avoided."

      "Your rash behaviour will destroy us!" She was shouting now, unable to help it; she knew she was vulnerable and she was afraid.

      "And your complacency won't?"

      There was no point fighting him. For a moment she felt like an outsider in her own community. He was taking them in a new direction that she didn't understand. She felt isolated, crushed and redundant. She just hoped this new order wouldn't bring disaster to Pen Crags.
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        * * *

      

      Tony Danby hated the night-time. He couldn't sleep and when he did manage to drift off, he found himself caught in a recurring dream. In the dream he was running to help Charles, but instead of stopping to care for him, he rushed past him and on up the hillside. He knew Charles was imploring him to return – an emotional certainty rather than a voice calling his name – but he couldn't stop or turn around.

      Ahead of him was an amorphous mass of darkness from which an intense sensation of hatred and menace was radiating like waves of energy. Although it was hardly bearable he was unable to turn away. He began to discern forms within the darkness. Anthropomorphic forms, and he knew the menace came from them. These forms, or beings, suddenly seemed to realise he was there and a sense of terror overwhelmed him. He woke up bathed in sweat.

      He didn't understand what the dream had meant, it had only lasted a few seconds, but to have to endure it every night was deeply upsetting. Would he have to keep on dreaming until he had identified the forms within the darkness? He couldn't do it. The terror they’d unleashed was too much.

      But he had to face it if he hoped to free himself from the dream. He had to go further and unmask the beings responsible for creating the terror. It had something to do with Charles and the moments before and after his stroke, as if the sad event had not been a random happening, but something deliberately inflicted.

      Who had done this? Who had felt so threatened that they resorted to such extreme actions? Did someone in Pen Crags have the ability to generate sufficient fear to injure, even to kill?
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      Ray sat in the restaurant of a local hotel, eating an evening meal with his friend Fred Undercliff, a lecturer at the local university and an authority on the history of the area. The two men were the same age and had known each other for more than twenty years. They finished their main course and talked as they waited for desserts.

      "What do you know about the history of the Celts around here, Fred?" Ray asked. "They were an Iron Age people, but I don't really know much more than that."

      Ray's comment wasn’t strictly truthful. He’d read many books on the Celts, but he hoped his feigned ignorance would draw more information from his friend than if he claimed to have some knowledge.

      Fred smiled. "I've got to sing for my supper, have I?"

      "You can always pay for it!"

      They laughed, before Fred launched himself enthusiastically into the subject. He was a man, the detective knew, who liked an audience – and Ray needed to pick his brains as thoroughly as he could, without giving away his reasons or revealing his own insights.

      "This area, like most of Britain, was Celtic from at least 400 BC. They brought their Iron Age culture with them from the continent." Fred addressed Ray as if he was lecturing a roomful of students. "This area here was the ancient Celtic kingdom of Elmet, part of the so-called Old North. The Saxons never quite settled all of it – and recent DNA evidence proves there was a healthy mix of both cultures in the area. You can tell from place names that quite a few Celtic settlements have survived to this day."

      "Like Pen Crags, for example?" Ray suggested.

      "Exactly. Pen Crags survived the Anglo-Saxon expansion probably because of its remoteness and because Athelstan knew they would wage guerilla war for ever if he tried to subdue them by force. But it also managed to retain its independence after the Norman conquest."

      "How come?" Ray asked. "I thought William dished out all the land to his cronies."

      "He did, but Pen Crags escaped." Fred elaborated. "The story goes that the new

      Norman overlord fell for the daughter of a local clan leader. Within a few generations the

      Celts had regained their lands and the Norman bloodline had almost disappeared." Fred studied his friend and saw, with a sense of satisfaction, that Ray was keenly interested. "I understand the folk in Pen Crags still think of themselves as protectors of their culture. Compared with the Saxons – and even the Vikings – they're quite extreme. Comes from their constant battering by so many mediaeval kings."

      "D'you think the folk in Pen Crags could be fanatical?" Ray asked.

      "They would have been in mediaeval times. Maybe they could be today if you lived in a Saxon community such as Stone Clough. From what I hear on the local grapevine it can be like the old Border raiders all over again up there!"

      Fred laughed and Ray joined in to keep up appearances. Now he’d reached his key question:

      "Weren't the Celts credited as workers of magic, as well as being great warriors?" Ray had expected the question to stop Fred in mid-flow, but it appeared to have the opposite effect, as the historian's narrative gathered momentum.

      "Some experts think the Celts got a good deal of their magical knowledge from the folk who were already here when they arrived. I mean, their belief in a parallel otherworld and so on. I can see this could be true of ancient Ireland – and perhaps also of Elmet. The descendants of the stone circle builders who buried their nobility in the thousands of tumuli we can still see in our countryside. The Celts must have learned a great deal from these people, but their priests preferred forest sanctuaries to the stone circles."

      The desserts arrived and their conversation was momentarily interrupted. After they’d finished eating, the two men withdrew to a quiet corner of the lounge bar and continued their conversation over drinks.

      "What d'you know about Ludd's Castle, Fred?" Ray asked.

      Fred chuckled. "All these questions, Ray – it's going to cost you another dinner, at least!"

      Reluctantly, Ray suspected he had to give a bit of ground, or the conversation would be in danger of going nowhere. "I've an awkward case, Fred," he confessed. "You'll read a bit about it in tomorrow's local paper."

      As he’d hoped, Fred's curiosity was aroused by his comment.

      "I've heard there's an archaeological dig going on near Ludd's Castle. Am I right?"

      "You are. It seems to be the cause of a few problems," Ray admitted.

      Fred smiled expectantly and Ray took a deep breath.

      "I'll tell you what we know, but it's completely confidential."

      "Don't worry, Ray. We're friends. And friends trust each other, don't they?"

      Fred's smile, Ray thought, was a little too quick, too eager. But he was desperate for a break. His mind wasn’t at ease regarding the deaths of the two nighthawks, or Charles Bellingham's stroke. There was something uncanny and disturbing about both incidents. He suspected they were linked by a common factor – and that was most likely shock and fear. But what was the cause? What lay hidden in the darkness?

      "Well, Fred," he began, "we were called out to Jack Boothroyd's farm at first light this morning...”
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        * * *

      

      Ray and Fred were deep in conversation, alone in an otherwise empty bar. Ray signalled to the barman, who took his order for drinks. Fred was quite tipsy, but still coherent. Ray hoped his warning about confidentiality wouldn’t be forgotten the next morning.

      "One stroke and two sudden deaths." Fred sounded intrigued. "And you think they might be linked?"

      "I've this nagging feeling that they could be," Ray said. "But I can't back it up with hard evidence yet. I'm wondering if the proximity of Ludd's Castle could be a factor... and if some malevolent force was somehow triggered. After all, the few people who've been near the place recently have suffered as a consequence."

      Fred said nothing for a few moments and Ray wondered if he'd strayed too far into the realms of mystical speculation. The historian glanced up suddenly. "I'm reminded from what you've just said of the fate of the amateur archaeologist Robert Moorhouse." Fred pulled a disapproving face. "Bit of a trophy hunter and too much of a romantic. But he was also a talented portrait painter, which is where he made his money, painting flattering pictures of the Victorian gentry."

      "He did an excavation at Ludd's Castle, didn't he?" Ray asked.

      "He thought there was a Romano-British temple within the enclosure. He ignored the local tales about it being a dangerous place – the gateway to hell, no less. These ego-centred Victorians thought all folklore was superstition! But he did find some carved stones, which he put in his garden. Evidently, he intended building them into the wall of an extension!" Fred shook his head incredulously. "However, he died before the work had even begun. Local rumours say he got his come-uppance." The barman brought their drinks and Fred sampled his with obvious pleasure. "Thanks for the nightcap, Ray."

      "My pleasure, Fred." Ray was watching the clock now, but it seemed best to let Fred draw the evening to a close in his own inimitable way. "It was another case of a strange death, wasn't it?"

      "There are three versions of Moorhouse's death," Fred began. "The first was that he

      was riding through the parish of Pen Crags when his horse was startled by a hare. The horse reared and Moorhouse fell off, cracking his skull on a stone. He was dead by the time anyone found him. The trouble with this version is there was no horse and no witnesses, so where the hare story came from is a mystery."

      "It was probably invented afterwards by whoever killed the man and stole his horse," Ray suggested.

      "Very likely." Fred sipped his drink. "We all know hares are associated with witches, but are we to think, if we take this tale literally, that Pen Crags was full of Celtic witches seeking revenge for the desecration of their temple? That's going a bit far, I think. Fit for the subject of an occult novel, but not for local history!"

      Ray saw Fred's eyes narrow slowly and then close altogether. His friend would be fast asleep in half a minute and he couldn't allow that to happen. "And the second version, Fred?" Ray's question was asked so loudly the barman scowled at him. Fred jerked back to wakefulness.

      "Yes, well, this version's a variant on the first. This time Moorhouse was riding through Pen Crags parish when his horse went lame. When he dismounted to look at the animal's foot he was attacked by a gang of lead miners and died from a blow to the head. Again, there were no witnesses and no horse, though I think this version is credible, as there were lead miners working in Stone Clough parish at the time."

      "Sounds as if the Pen Crags folk were trying to pin the man's death on the miners," Ray said thoughtfully. "And the miners were no doubt paying the Stone Clough worthies for the mining concession. Another way to get at the neighbours. Was anyone charged?"

      "When the constable arrived to arrest them he found the miners had disappeared. But local tales had it that Pen Crags assassins cut their throats and fed the bodies to their dogs. Or, again, that the elders of Pen Crags paid for Moorhouse's murder, then their young bucks killed the killers and took the money back."

      "Fascinating, Fred," Ray said encouragingly. "You've given me an education."

      Fred finished his drink and got carefully to his feet, apparently taking Ray's comment as his cue to go home. "An excellent evening, Ray. Next time it's fish 'n' chips on me!"Ray wasn't sure if Fred's comment was a put-down, or if it was meant as a joke. He laughed with his companion anyway. "Don't forget the third version, Fred," he prompted. "You haven't told me yet."

      "Oh, this is a strange one. Moorhouse is supposed to have been pursued by a demon that chased him out of – some versions say into – Pen Crags parish. The wretched fellow was said to have died of terror."

      "But no witnesses and no horse."

      "You've got it, Ray. But the stones from Ludd's Castle vanished from Moorhouse's

      garden as soon as the man was laid in his grave. And they've never been seen from that day to this."

      Ray had paid the bill and the two men were standing at the front entrance of the hotel, waiting for Fred's daughter and Denise to pick them up, when the historian placed a firm grip on the detective's shoulder.

      "There was a persistent rumour about Moorhouse's body, you know." Fred stared Ray earnestly in the eye, as if he was about to impart a secret of national significance. "The man was supposed to have been buried, minus his head."

      "To remove incriminating evidence, or what?" Ray asked.

      Fred shrugged. "That's possible. But the killers, if they were Celts, may have taken it as a trophy. A barbarous practice that was supposed to have died out in Roman times."

      "But you don't believe that?"

      "The jury's out, as they say."

      "Did they exhume the body?"

      "The vicar wouldn't allow it."

      "So it remains a mystery? Sorry about the pun."

      Fred chuckled. "It does indeed." He took a deep breath and smiled. "I think that's pretty much all I know about strange deaths. But if you want to join the dots on your case, my advice is not to get too fixated on Ludd's Castle. The solution, I'm sure, lies in Pen Crags."

      When Fred had gone Ray waited for Denise to turn up in her Megane. He didn't ask the favour often and she arrived just a couple of minutes later.

      "Had a good natter?" she asked, as they pulled away from the hotel, her voice betraying a hint of amusement.

      "I let Fred do the talking," he said. "I was just the quizmaster."

      "Did he get a good score?"

      "Very high indeed. He even managed to expose a few flaws in the questions."

      "Has he left you feeling wiser?"

      "Wise enough to know my detective's instinct is in robust good health."

      "A successful evening then?"

      "Very. I might do it again before long. But I'll have to make the running. If I wait for Fred to get his wallet out we might all be history!"

      The rest of the ten-minute ride home was spent in silence. He never discussed his cases with Denise. He had often been tempted to test her considerable intelligence, but in the end had fought off the inclination. He felt it was unfair to trouble her with issues that were frequently disturbing and might cause lasting distress. He had enough of a problem keeping his own emotions under control in some of the more extreme cases. He was pleased to know Martin never talked about his work with Abby.

      Tonight he had much to think about and the context was undeniably grim. He knew some of the tales concerning Robert Moorhouse, but the one about the headless corpse had taken him by surprise. Why would the man be buried without his head, if not to cover up a crime?

      Could there possibly be another reason? Was it taken by the Celts of Pen Crags as a trophy? Did they impale it on a stake outside Low Rowan Hall? Or did they have an even

      darker purpose? He had read that the pagan Celts took severed heads for guardians of their sacred sites, to frighten off intruders. Was such arcane activity still going on in the nineteenth century?

      He had too many questions and no answers. New research was required. He would have to figure out an appropriate plan of action.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Owain was aware that someone, possibly the archaeologist who was present when his colleague collapsed, was trying to penetrate their layers of intent to find those responsible for the creation of the guardian. The man was not an adept, or his attempt would have been more rigorous and systematic. But there was still a risk of their discovery and he had to put a stop to it. There was a simple solution. He summoned Bryn, Dewi and Huw to meet him in the basement..

      "We have to remove the guardian," Owain told them. "There's a chance we might be identified."

      His brothers seemed surprised and he waited for his announcement to sink in.

      "It was created in a hurry," Huw said. "We didn't build in any barriers."

      "We could create a new guardian with better protection," Dewi suggested.

      "Perhaps there's no longer any need," Bryn said. "Don't you think it's served its purpose?"

      "Maybe it has," Owain replied. "For now, anyway. But, if we create a new guardian, it should have more consistent power. And it must contain no trace of its origins."

      His brothers appeared intrigued, but he didn’t elaborate. He locked the basement door with the newly installed bolts and they began to reverse the ritual.

      On the quiet hillside above the burial ground a wild wind sprang up, swirling the

      grass and dead bracken, and shrieking through the oak wood. If anyone had been present on the hill in those moments they might have detected a dismal hollow moaning, mingled with the sound of the wind.

      As abruptly as the wind had arisen it subsided, leaving the hillside as silent and still as before.

      
        
        "There might be a residue that lingers for a few weeks," Owain said when they had finished. "But it won't be much more than a shadow. And it won't connect anyone to us."
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      It was early morning. The sun had risen, but autumn mist still lingered in the valleys of the broken landscape to the south and west of Ludd's Castle. To the east, the wide tract of open moorland was beginning to change, the greys and dull browns of first light vanishing, as if retreating into the earth, to be replaced by the green of mosses, the ochres of lichen and the purple of flowering ling. The lights in the cottage windows of Stone Clough village went out one by one as the sunlight increased. To the north, in the direction of Pen Crags, the rocky slopes were still shrouded in darkness.

      Ray and Martin measured the interior of the ringfort with a fifty-metre tape, Ray writing the figures in his police notebook.

      "Are you noticing anything?" Ray asked.

      Martin shrugged. "What is there to notice? We're measuring an old ringfort for reasons known only to yourself."

      "Have you looked at the view?" Ray asked. "Impressive, isn't it? You could almost believe you were in a pre-industrial landscape, except for the shadowy outline of that power station way over in the west."

      "I agree. It's very evocative. How many times d'you want me to look at it?"

      Ray didn't persist. It was obvious that Martin wasn’t in the best of moods, having been dragged out of bed at six a.m. on his weekend off. But he was disappointed that his colleague remained indifferent to what, for Ray, was a near-mystical experience. Getting out early, especially in the magical hour just before and after sunrise, had given him many of the most revelatory moments of his life. They had been a powerful antidote to his often-times depressing police work.

      "We need some additional measuring," Ray said. "From those trees to the north of the site and from the trees to the south. We know the distances from the earth bank to the

      centre, now we need them from the trees to the earth bank."

      They measured the distances that Ray required and he added the figures to the others in his notebook. Then they walked to the centre of the enclosure.

      "Thanks, Martin. I hope that's a job well done."

      "Perhaps you'll tell me one day why we're doing this?" Martin said peevishly. "I came here on my Saturday off to help you, because obviously you can't trust anyone else. Surely I'm owed an explanation?"

      "Why should I explain?" Ray laughed. "You're a detective. Use your powers of deduction!"

      Martin studied the ringfort and the trees to the north and south. He thought for a minute. "Camera angles. For some incomprehensible reason you want to set up surveillance on this ringfort."

      "That's right. It's an experiment. But we won't be setting up the surveillance. That's a task for an expert."

      "Are you expecting criminals to come here?" Martin asked in a tone of disbelief. "Are you hoping to film a satanic rite? Are you going to add it to your home movie collection? Or will you make spectacular arrests and retire with fanfares and accolades?"

      Ray laughed. "Let's just see if the experiment works. If it does we'll have plenty to talk about then. You'll just have to be patient."

      "Do I have a choice?"

      Ray studied the view in silence for a few minutes longer, while Martin exercised patience.

      "You know, Martin, to be a really good police officer you have to be interested in everything. And that includes the countryside. It's where we all came from. But the countryside has not been the same place to all people. Some have looked at it with radically different eyes. I hope our experiment might develop that idea. And it might help us figure out what's going on in Pen Crags and why an archaeologist had a stroke and two nighthawks died."

      Without another word Ray put his notebook in his pocket and set off down the hillside.
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        * * *

      

      The basement under Low Rowan Hall was deserted. On the oak table the scrying mirror was covered with a cloth and the mask at the opposite end was also covered over. The lamp in the centre of the table had been extinguished. On the altar at the eastern end of the room, two carved heads faced each other at opposite ends of the altar stone.

      The basement was almost dark, lit only by a few tallow lamps in their niches. New light suddenly appeared on the altar, where the eyes of the first stone head began to glow with a pale and eerie luminosity. Minutes passed, then the eyes of the second stone head responded, glowing eerily back.

      Between the eyes of the two heads an energy charge flickered into life, like a tiny white thread of electricity. The energy gradually strengthened, crackling faintly and brightening; a blue-white pulse, illuminating the wall behind the altar in the subdued light of the room.

      Owain entered and stood before the altar, observing the pulse of energy for a long time. Eventually the energy began to weaken and the light on the wall slowly started to fade.

      Owain placed his hands on the altar stone. He could tell that the energy in the stone was low. They would have to work on that.

      He turned on his heel and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Ray, carrying his Penang lawyer, and Martin, with the fifty-metre tape, stood at the south-east corner of the excavation site. Ray was silent, staring intently at the hillside. He suddenly seemed to reach a decision.

      "Before we do anything else." he said, "we need to make an investigation."

      Martin followed his colleague across the wild slope above the cleared area of the dig, Ray stopping every few metres to poke about with his stick in the mat of vegetation.

      "What are you looking for?" Martin asked, trying to suppress his growing irritation.

      "I don't know. I'm just following a hunch."

      "I told Abby I'd be back by ten. She wants us to go to Meadowhall. It's quite a drive."

      "I want us to solve a mystery. You decide which is more important."

      Martin sighed, but said nothing. He’d given up hope that he would learn anything from their morning's activities, but he wasn’t looking forward to Meadowhall either. The alternative was talking shop in the pool room at HQ. It was at times such as these that he felt like screaming with frustration.

      Ray continued to explore the hillside, probing into holes and among clumps of dead bracken with his Penang lawyer. He suddenly exclaimed.

      "I've found it! Martin – look here!"

      Martin looked. Ray was peering at something in a hole near his feet, holding the grass and bracken back with his stick. Martin knelt down for a closer inspection. The sight that greeted him made him gasp with surprise.

      It was a carved stone head.

      "What on earth is that?" Martin exclaimed with dismay. "It looks a bit like one of those spaceship aliens!"

      "It's a carved Celtic head," Ray replied with a gratified smile. "I felt sure we'd find something on this hillside."

      "But why is it here?"

      Ray didn't have a satisfactory answer, so he ignored the question. "It doesn't look all that old to me," he said. "It's certainly not ancient. The peat hasn't had time to discolour it and there are no lichen spots at all. This makes me think it's relatively recent and might have come from Pen Crags."

      "But what's it for?" Martin asked in exasperation.

      "That's what we need to find out." Ray let the mat of bracken fall back across the hole.

      For the next half hour the two detectives measured distances between the centre of the archaeological site, the location of the carved stone head, and the nearby trees of the oak wood where cameras could be positioned. At ten o'clock Ray wound up the tape and put away his notebook.

      "That's it for today," he said cheerily. "You'll be a bit late for Abby, but I'll drop you off. Meadowhall's open all day, isn't it?"

      They returned to the parking area and put the tape and walking stick in the back of the Volvo. Martin noticed there were more walking sticks in the back of the car.

      "How many of these things have you got?" he asked.

      "Probably a couple of dozen," Ray replied. "I used to collect them, particularly Penang lawyers, Ziegenhainers and Kebbies. But now I make them myself. They were very useful in the past for Victorian gents to beat off footpads and the occasional rabid dog. I've used them myself many times looking in dense undergrowth for dead bodies and for finding my way across moorland where deep heather hides ankle-twisting holes. I'll give you one. Better still, you can choose one for yourself when you come round to my place to view the results of our surveillance. I'm sure it won't be long before you find a use for it."

      They drove back towards town. Ray was pleased with their morning's work, not just because of the discovery of the carved head, but because Martin seemed to be accepting that there were times in police enquiries when an unorthodox approach was the best available option. It was his hope before his retirement that he could help his young partner to widen his detecting horizons.
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        * * *

      

      The sight of the carved head on the hillside had shocked Martin more than he’d realised. Driving down to Meadowhall, he couldn't get the image out of his mind. Walking around the stores with Abby he found the image of the head went with him everywhere, as if it had a life and purpose of its own.

      "I'm getting tired," Abby confessed. "Can we go for a coffee?"

      "What?" He seemed to be finding it hard to tune in to her frequency.

      "Coffee, Martin. C-O-F-F-E-E!"

      "Oh, sure. Yeah. Why not?"

      "Then I'd like to look for some shirts for you. Shirts. Are you listening?"

      "I've got shirts."

      "They're very dull. I mean something more stylish, more individual."

      "I thought dull was individual. Everyone's trying to be stylish."

      "To please me."

      "What?" He had lost her wavelength again in the jostling horde of shoppers. But the carved head was still there in his mind, steady as a beacon.

      Laden with purchases, they eventually headed back to Abby's Peugeot 307. As he drove north up the motorway Martin found he was disappointed. At first he thought it was because he was tired, but then he realised the whole acquisitive exercise had been empty. This was as close nowadays as most people got to the thrill of the hunt. In the past, the ancient Celts brought back fish from the rivers and deer from the woods for their families, their tribe. They would be filled with exultation after a successful hunt. It would have been an adventure, every moment impossible to predict. They would have tuned in to the forests, the hills, the weather, the wild creatures – they might even have encountered elves and ogres. They would have been in harmony with their environment. In the modern world though, how could you be at one with a motorway, or a shopping mall? You just followed the crowd.

      For a moment he was confused. Where had these thoughts come from? He’d never experienced anything like them before. He knew nothing about the ancient past, Greek, Roman or Celtic. The image of the carved head reappeared in his mind, the strange oval face, the almond-shaped eyes. Had it begun to influence his thinking? To intrude into his life? Although the head on the hillside might be recent, did it connect with a lost world through an unbroken tradition of the hands that carved them?

      He wondered who’d put the head on the hillside and for what purpose. Was it benign? Was it dangerous? Had it been left there years ago and forgotten? He had to find answers.

      "Well that was an interesting day!" he remarked as he pulled up outside their house.

      Abby gave him a happy smile. "Glad you enjoyed it. Which was the best part?"

      "The part inside my head."

      She seemed disappointed.
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        * * *

      

      In the Pen Crags basement Owain, his brothers and several members of his group were gathered before the altar. The two carved heads were maintaining a constant beam of energy, although the pulse had weakened considerably.

      "The energy will run out in a few hours," Owain explained. "But you can see that the idea works. If the altar is charged with energy, the heads will absorb it." He turned to the second of his younger brothers. "Dewi, please copy my actions."

      Owain stood at one end of the altar stone, while Dewi went to the other. Owain

      placed his hands on the altar stone, on each side of the carved stone head and Dewi did the same with the head at his end.

      "Draw the energy up from the earth," Owain commanded. "Visualise it rising, charging the altar stone, then entering the head. Everyone, please help Dewi."

      After a few minutes the stream of energy between the carved heads grew more vivid.

      "It's an active circuit now!" Bryn exclaimed.

      "If our human energy could create the original guardian, think how much more can be done if the energy source is self-sustaining and much larger." Owain surveyed the attentive faces surrounding him, which stared back wide-eyed in the eerie light cast by the energy from the heads.

      "But the earth isn't equally charged in all places," someone commented.

      "Standing stones and other devices will attract it," Owain replied with a smile. "They will help us draw energy from the earth. For our simple purposes, this energy is inexhaustible, and once our defensive circuits are complete, it will only need a minimal input to sustain it. This energy is the future for our community, to bring our pastures back to life and to enhance the power at our sacred shrines. It will cost us only our labour and a limited amount of time."

      The assembled group watched the circuit of energy pulsing between the two carved heads, their eerily-illuminated faces making them seem like beings from another world.
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        * * *

      

      When Ray returned home he went directly to his workshop at the bottom of his large garden. He kept the workshop shuttered and security-locked, as it contained expensive gear. There were power tools, garden equipment, a workbench and various unfinished DIY projects. There was an office at the far end behind a partition, equipped with laptops, a fax machine, scanner and printer. It was his private world. Denise was out most evenings attending meetings of various local societies, so he didn't feel he was excluding her from his company.

      He went straight into the office and switched on a laptop and an overhead lamp. He took graph paper and began to make scale drawings of both Ludd's Castle and the excavation site, then he added the camera positions he and Martin had measured that morning, together with eight-figure grid references for all the key points. He scanned the drawings and sent them off to Steve, his contact, with an accompanying email.

      He switched on the electric coffee maker, but had hardly finished his first cup before he received a brief reply: Looks interesting. Be at your place 10 a.m. tomorrow. Will be field-visit ready. S.Steve Maltby had been a police officer for thirty years, eventually specialising in hi-tech surveillance. He had left the force five years previously and now ran his own company in the north of England, setting up security and surveillance systems for private clients. Ray had known Steve for fifteen years.

      Steve's hobby was paranormal research, which he occasionally undertook for clients, but he pursued it mainly for his personal interest. He possessed the most sophisticated equipment on the market and claimed he could record anything on camera except what he called ‘pure spirit’.

      The two men arranged to have Sunday lunch with Denise in one of Ray's favourite village pubs. Denise was curious. "If you're going to Ludd's Castle you'd better be careful," she said with a chuckle. "If you don't come back, all I'll be able to say is you must have gone to hell!"Ray laughed. "We don't expect the earth to give way and swallow us this afternoon.

      But I wouldn't want to go up there on All Hallows Eve."

      "What happens then?" Steve asked with an expectant grin.

      "The denizens of hell pour into this world!" Ray said with a dramatic flourish.

      "You mean former prime ministers and presidents?" Steve replied. "Now that is a scary prospect!"

      An hour later, Ray and Steve walked up the hillside to Ludd's Castle from the car park area. They each carried a bag of camera equipment. The fine weather was continuing and they stopped half way up to take in the view.

      "Glad you got in touch with me, Ray," Steve said with a cheery grin. "I've some new gear to check out and this will give me the chance to test it. As I do a fair bit of this work, I'd be glad if you could give me some way of identifying your project in case we need to look back at it in the future."

      "You mean a code or something?" Ray asked.

      "Whatever you like. A code. A number. A unique name. Like a password that only

      the two of us know. Just so it doesn't get lost in my filing system."

      Ray thought for a moment, then smiled. "You can file it under LCRBCP."

      Steve made a note of the code. "What's CP stand for – unless it's a secret?"

      "Catching Phantoms," Ray said with a smile.
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      The next Saturday evening, Martin and Abby played a computer game in their open-plan kitchen-diner. The remains of their evening meal littered the worktops. After a while Martin stopped playing, seeming ill-at-ease.

      "What's up, babe?" Abby asked in concern. "You sickening for something? You've not been yourself all week."

      He sighed. "I've agreed to go over to Ray's tonight. Got to look at a week's worth of surveillance."

      "I'll ring him and tell him you don't feel well," she suggested, "then we can carry on with the game."

      "I don't really want to do that either," he said wearily.

      "You must be sickening for something!"

      He’d been looking forward to seeing the footage all week, but now, as the hour drew nearer, he’d started to have doubts. What kind of world was he getting into? What would his life be like if all the old certainties dropped away? Would he lose touch with reality? Would he be able to do his job? Would he end up as a dysfunctional social casualty like the growing number of saddos he already had to deal with?

      The image of the carved head had resurfaced intermittently in his mind all week, but hadn’t imparted any mystical or uplifting secrets. Instead it had assumed a more sinister demeanour, filling his mind with visions of dark enchantment and horror, which were, he realised, the other face of the distant past.

      The predominant theme of these visions had been death. He saw the heads of warriors severed in ancient battles and raised aloft by the victors, then offered to their chiefs to adorn the walls of their stockades. He’d seen what he assumed were druid rites, the dark-robed priests chanting spells as their assistants garrotted sacrificial victims. But the constant motif was the head, as both a battle trophy and ritual sacrifice. What was it about the human head that was so special? Maybe, if he went over to Ray's, he might uncover a few clues.

      "I'd better go," he told Abby. "I promised. I don't want him to think badly of me. We have to work together and it's important we try to get on with each other. I've been a bit snotty with him lately."

      "If you go out, what am I supposed to do?" she asked peevishly.

      "Wash up, maybe?"

      She gave him a playful tap as he got up to leave.

      "I'll text you when I'm done at Ray's. Maybe we'll still have time for a quick drink somewhere."

      With that comforting thought in mind, he left the house.
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        * * *

      

      Ray, Martin and Steve sat around the table in the back office of Ray's workshop, ready to watch the surveillance images on Steve's laptop.

      "I've taken the liberty of doing a fairly radical edit of the material," Steve explained, "because we don't want to be sitting here all night. We're not looking for criminals, but trying to find signs of non-human activity. And, believe me, there are plenty! All the cameras I set up are in motion-detection mode, so we'll only see images that have triggered a response from the cameras because something moved within their range. I've edited out images of owls and field voles, but left in one sequence with roe deer. You'll see why later. I've used exclusively night vision cameras with attached mics, as Ray didn't want to bother with daylight material, just images and sounds from dusk onwards. I can zoom in on the images from any one camera and show them full screen. I can pause the images and run them backwards and forwards. I can turn up the sound. You'll notice that the times the images were taken are shown at the bottom of the screen. You just tell me what you want me to do. Let's get started."

      They watched the images from the cameras. Steve had set up four cameras at each location covering all the angles shown on Ray's plan. The enclosure at Ludd's Castle ringfort was examined first.

      After only a few seconds of eerie rustling from wind-blown bushes, Steve exclaimed. "There!" He pointed as an aberration of zigzag lines burst across the screen. The lines vanished, then reappeared a second later.

      "Is the wind interfering with the camera?" Ray asked. "Are the bushes causing that?"

      Steve shook his head. "The bushes are blowing around a bit, but it's not what's causing this. I definitely think it's a presence."

      "Of what?" Martin cast an incredulous glance at Steve.

      "A non-physical entity," Steve replied. "Or possibly several entities. I've no idea how many there might be, or how large they are in non-physical terms."

      Martin frowned thoughtfully, but said nothing.

      Bursts of zigzag lines, blobs and streaks of light were recorded by all four cameras,

      beginning shortly after ten p.m. and continuing for the following four hours. The edited images showed that almost all the activity was centered within the area of the ringfort,

      inside the earth bank that surrounded the enclosure. The problem they faced was to decide if there was a specific focus on the centre of the enclosure. But even after multiple replays it was impossible to tell – the aberrations were too fleeting for their precise physical location to be pinned down.

      "There certainly seems to be a lot going on at Ludd's Castle!" Steve commented. "But there's very little outside the enclosure. Maybe the bank is a barrier."

      "You mean a magical barrier?" Ray suggested.

      "It would probably have been thought of that way by the people who built the enclosure." Steve paused the recording. "Iron Age you said?"

      "Celtic," Ray confirmed. "Almost certainly pagan. What are you thinking?"

      Steve elaborated. "They might have wanted to keep earlier cultural influences out of their magical workings. Or the earth banks might have been built to deflect rival sorcery."

      Ray grinned. "You know, to hear that from an ex-cop is heartening! I thought I was the only headcase the force had produced!"

      Even Martin, who had remained almost mute so far, joined in the laughter.

      "Let's have a look at the excavation site," Steve suggested. "There's just one sequence that's relevant."

      The edited version of the four cameras at the dig began with images of a family

      group of roe deer making their way past the lower edge of the site. There was an abrupt glimpse of the deer fleeing in panic, then the screen became a frenzy of aberrant lines. Steve replayed the sequence. For the briefest of moments, on two of the cameras, the balls of light and zigzags vanished and a shadowy shape took their place. Steve paused the image.

      "What the hell is that?" Martin exclaimed, lurching forward and staring wide-eyed at the screen.

      "Something quite powerful...or at least, very big," Steve replied. "I almost got a definite shape."

      "Is it physical?" Ray asked.

      "There's some kind of physical dimension to it," Steve replied, "but it's not flesh and blood."

      "Can you replay it?" Ray said. "Slow it down?"

      Steve replayed the sequence of images from both cameras. "The second camera seems just that bit sharper." He ran the sequence from the second camera again: panicking deer, balls of light and zigzag aberrations, then he froze an image full screen. "That's the best we're going to get."

      It was only a fraction of a second: an image on the screen of a huge shadowy shape, seen against a background of moonlit clouds and blotting out foreground detail of bushes and grass.

      "It's big," Steve said. "And it's got definite human shape. I'd say it was at least twelve feet tall."

      They stared again at the figure. There seemed to be a hint of pale eyes in the incipient shape of a rudimentary head. At the same time the image appeared, a deep sound could be heard, but this was difficult to separate from the split-second frozen image. When the image broke down into zigzag aberrations the sound continued, filling the room with a chilling wail that shocked the listeners with its eerie strangeness.

      Steve froze the image again. "I'm pretty sure there's human input there," he said. "It's too anthropomorphized not to have. And I think it's past its sell-by date. The image is fuzzy and the sound's breaking up. My opinion is that it is or was a guardian."

      "Are you certain of that?" Ray asked, betraying an eagerness that took Martin by

      surprise.

      "I've come across one before at an ancient site in the west of Ireland where there were recent sightings of something," Steve explained. "I was there with a group of paranormal investigators and we caught an image on camera a little sharper than what we've just seen here, so we went back to find out if we could raise the entity. A great shadowy thing came at us through the evening dusk and gave one of the group a heart attack. The rest of us just ran."

      "That might explain why the archaeologist had his stroke and why the detectorists panicked," Ray stated with conviction. He turned to Martin. "And the guardian must be attached somehow to that carved head we found among the bracken. I managed to find it again by following our detailed measurements and showed it to Steve last Sunday."

      Steve scrolled through images on a second laptop he’d brought with him. "I did a drawing of the Irish guardian. It looked a bit like this."

      Ray and Martin stared at Steve's image of a shadowy humanoid, with red eyes.

      "I can understand why your guy had a heart attack!" Ray exclaimed. "Even this drawing could give you a bad night! No wonder those nighthawks abandoned their loot. What would you do if you saw a thing like this coming at you? But that brings me to another question – do these guardians have the power to do more than frighten?"

      Steve shook his head. "I don't think so. I think they're thought forms, created by groups of adepts to protect special sacred places. So they can't do more than scare you. I mean, who wants to be sent down for creating a guardian that deliberately kills passing tourists? Mind you, having said that, my colleague almost died from his heart attack!"

      "How can you tell there's human input in that figure?" Martin asked suddenly. "It just looks like a shadow, with no features except, maybe, a pair of eyes."

      "Good question," Steve said. "From experience I can say that non-physical entities

      show up on the screen as wavy-lines or zigzags. Sometimes also as balls of light. You've seen a lot of that tonight. But who knows what their true forms might be? We might not even recognise them if we could see them. These entities exist at a different rate of vibration and we don't have the gear yet to see their true shapes. Entities with human input – that is, thought forms – have an anthropomorphic appearance, mostly no more than a human-like shadow similar to what we've just seen. I have read of thought forms that develop a life of their own, but I think that's pretty rare."

      Martin turned to Ray. "You're saying there's a guardian in that stone head on the hillside above the dig?"

      Ray nodded. "Most likely. Put there, I assume, by people in Pen Crags."

      "But how did they do it?" Martin persisted. "Surely there has to be something to anchor the thought form, or it would just blow away in the wind?"

      "It would be embedded in some sort of structure," Steve replied. "The one in Ireland was in a well house above an ancient holy well. The stonework was covered with carvings of Celtic goddess figures. I guess a stone head would be good too."

      "But how can a guardian be put into solid stone?" Martin looked at Ray. "That stone

      head on the hillside is carved from a solid block. How do they get the thought form into the

      stone? Does anyone know?"

      The room fell silent.

      "It seems we don't," Steve admitted. "I think you'd have to be a member of an experienced occult group to find the answer to that. You agree, Ray?"

      "I do," Ray replied solemnly. "Groups can generate a fair amount of energy. Think of a group of football supporters. Or a rock concert audience. What could trained adepts do with that kind of energy? And then there's the witches' traditional cone of power. It was supposed to have been raised to stop the Spanish armada and also to prevent Hitler's invasion, wasn't it? Even if that's folklore, the potential is huge."

      The room went quiet again as they pondered Ray's comments.

      Time had passed quickly and it was getting late. Martin was deep in thought and said nothing while they drank coffee. Ray studied him.

      "A lot to consider, eh, Martin?"

      "There is," Martin agreed. "But it depends on your perspective. From a sceptic's point of view there's not much here that couldn't be explained away as a camera malfunction. No doubt you've had critics who've said that very thing. But several faulty cameras in the same location have to defy the laws of probability. I'm sure there must be people out there who get hooked by this kind of thing and who make a big deal of it, either because they're truly crazy, or they need this stuff, like some folk need God. But an ex-cop and a working detective seem to me to be about the sanest folk I could meet. I confess though that I feel confused by all of this and I don't quite know if I buy it or not. I'll have to digest it slowly."

      He got to his feet and shook Steve's hand. "Thanks for doing all this, Steve. It really has been a lot of hard work."

      "It's been fun." Steve smiled back. "And thanks for your honest opinion."

      "There's just one point that's been bothering me," Martin said. "Why didn't Jack Boothroyd mention the guardian? The thing must have been there, or those guys would still be alive now."

      "He wouldn't be expecting to see it, would he?" Ray replied. "Put yourself in his position. He'd be preoccupied with the fire and the two nighthawks running around in the trees. If he did see a shadowy shape in his field glasses, it wouldn't have meant a thing to him. Good question though."

      Martin nodded, satisfied with Ray's reasoning. "Okay. See you Monday then."

      With that he left the workshop.

      Steve pulled a face. "D'you think he's going to be with us on this?"

      Ray pondered for a while before he replied. "It's heavy stuff. Do you recall your feelings when you first came across this kind of thing?"

      "I couldn't handle it for months. I'm not a natural mystic."

      "Same here. We should give the guy time. He might surprise us."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Owain sat alone at the oak table in the basement of Low Rowan Hall thinking through his achievements and future plans. His aim now was to introduce a new guardian for the burial ground, one with greater longevity than the previous one and with an energy source which was completely hidden. The original guardian was sustained entirely by human intent, mostly his own. It had been a success and had been the means of achieving their immediate aims, but they’d been vulnerable because its source was traceable.

      If the two detectives who’d spoken with Bronwen had been more aware, they would have known about site guardians and would have used an experienced psychic to identify those responsible for its creation. They’d been lucky. Under the old system, their privacy could be invaded and their secret workings compromised. It was timely that he had begun to introduce changes.

      He demanded that Bronwen brief him on her encounter with the detectives. She’d resisted, but he’d overpowered her by the force of his will. He wasn’t about to let her keep her insights to herself, or find ways to expand her influence.

      Bronwen had told him she’d found the older detective more pleasant and approachable. But the younger one, Martin Lumb, had been blunt and aggressive. She suspected he had a ruthless streak which could readily be used to intimidate people. He might be a relatively inexperienced detective now, but Bronwen believed he could become dangerous in the future.

      Owain wondered if Martin Lumb might one day have the occult experience to challenge them. He looked forward to that day if it arose.

      Their efforts to create the new guardian for the burial ground had been less tortuous than he’d expected. The carved head on the hillside had been reburied above a natural pooling of earth energy. After only a few days it had attracted more energy to itself, making it a receptacle of self-replenishing power. They’d performed the guardian visualisation ritual in the basement and attached the new thought form to its host. Then they’d enclosed the carved head within a low-level force field of unobtrusive charged stones, so the guardian's energy would be stabilised and supported and its creators' identities hidden. There would be no need for further visualisations, only for activations in the event of intrusion.

      It had been arduous but satisfying work. When it was completed he’d told his brothers to rest. But he’d immediately found himself caught up with ideas of developing an extended network of stones – a power grid of a kind – around key points in the parish. He’d done similar work during the years he’d spent in Wales and had refined his knowledge during that period. It was time to apply what he’d learned to his home parish. His work in the basement had taken his knowledge to a new level.

      He needed finally to resolve the conflict with Stone Clough. It would need a radical solution and he would have to sell it to his people. The ancient Celtic festival of Samhain on the first of November would be the perfect time to put his plans into action. But first he would have to hook the Stone Clough fanatics. He had less than six weeks to bring it all together.
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        * * *

      

      Tony's bad nights had changed, but they hadn’t improved. He no longer dreamed of mysterious figures who unleashed an overpowering atmosphere of terror, but the dreams didn’t simply stop. They continued, and if anything, they’d become worse...

      He was running up the same hillside, with the excavation site behind him. There was nothing ahead of him but the Bronze Age tumulus, where Charles was seated on what appeared to be an ancient stone chair. He heard Charles' words telepathically.

      You have come to destroy me, Charles said, to strike me down in my infirmity. The Waste Land will never again be healed once I am gone.

      "Which period are you in?" he’d asked. "The Waste Land has nothing to do with the Bronze Age. You've become an arrogant old fool, like King Lear."

      That's what you think, Charles replied. Sitting here you become aware of all things. These tumuli still have some of their ancient power.

      Tony had enough of Charles's gloating superiority. He started to hack him to pieces with an immense bronze sword. He didn’t stop until the man was reduced to a scattering of bloody fragments which lay in the grass on the top of the tumulus. He aimed a final blow at Charles's head, which still occupied the seat of the stone chair, but the sword shattered on the stone backrest and a broken piece flew into his own neck. Before he collapsed and died, Charles's head spoke to him again:

      You see, I am still here and you will soon be dust, because you are an unworthy successor. If you had come here in humility, desiring only to serve your people rather than yourself, the outcome would have been completely different. That is the message the

      Fisher King has to offer the questing knights of all ages.

      Tony woke up and rushed to the bathroom to be sick. The violence of the dream appalled him and he had no idea how he could ever look Charles in the face again. Then an ominous strand of thought began to uncoil in his brain:

      Were the creators of the dream-terror doing this? Were they using his own ambitions as a weapon against him? Or was the dream caused by his own thwarted desires bubbling up from his subconscious when he was unable to raise his daytime defences? He felt horrified, ashamed and depressed.

      Charles's mishmash of pronouncements didn't make any sense. Who were the people he was supposed to serve? His department at uni? Archaeology in general? Was it a coded message from himself to himself? Was it gibberish or profound truth? Would he ever know?
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      After his evening with Ray and Steve, Martin pulled on to his drive in the Astra and sat for a long time, his thoughts tumbling around like drunks on a merry-go-round. He vaguely registered that the ground floor lights were still on, although it was almost two a.m., so Abby had not yet gone to bed.

      If Ray's assumption was correct, that certain individuals in Pen Crags were adepts in obscure occult practices and had caused physical harm and even death, it was almost beyond his grasp. These people obviously considered themselves above the law, arbiters on the merest whim of life and death.

      It was outrageous, and he was dismayed by his companions' attitude. They were more concerned with proving the existence of a phantom than in upholding the law. His opinion of his senior colleague hit an all-time low.

      But what could he do? Drive into Pen Crags with siren blaring and arrest... who? Of the thousand or so people who lived in the parish, there would be no one with occult adept tattooed on his forearm. Proof was required, but it would be like trying to catch a ghost in a net.

      There had to be a way. He needed to become wiser in these arcane matters. As a detective he had to be interested in everything, even magic. He had to grasp the limits of the physical world. Only then could he begin to explore the unmapped reaches beyond them.

      He got out of the Astra and walked up to the house, running his fingers over the walls, the door and the window frames. They were solid and reassuring, as if their material existence was in itself a denial of anything that couldn’t be measured and quantified. But how could you prove the existence of something which couldn’t be measured and quantified? You caught it on film, of course, then proclaimed you had evidence of non-physical beings. It was merely a matter of interpretation: a camera malfunction, a trick of the light, a discarnate entity.

      He walked into the garden, which lay mysterious and silent in the moonlight. As he did so the image of the carved head reappeared in his mind, but the head had changed. A sneer had taken the place of the slit mouth, giving the head a mocking, derisive expression. Fear tightened in his chest. The thing was developing a life of its own!

      When he stared at the shrubs which bordered the small square of lawn, they too appeared altered and strange in the moon-washed stillness. The neighbour's hawthorn, leaning over the fence, gestured at him, its bony limbs appearing like crazed arms. The hunched shape of the privet seemed suddenly fluid and mobile, as if the bush was lurching towards him.

      Unnerved, he took a step backwards. "Get away! Get away!" he yelled.Abby, wearing her pyjamas, rushed out of the house and stood on the decking, dismayed. "Martin, what are you doing? Why are you shouting? You'll wake up the neighbours."

      "I'm just looking at the garden," he responded awkwardly.

      "At two a.m.?" she shrilled in disbelief. "Are you drunk?"

      He recovered himself quickly. "’Course not. I've never looked at the garden in the moonlight before. It makes everything different. Under the moon the place is like... another planet."

      "Are you okay?" she asked, sounding troubled. "Are you having a breakdown?"

      "Don't be ridiculous!" he snapped. "I'm perfectly well."

      The sudden wailing of tom cats in the neighbour's garden startled him. The sound entered his ears like the glass-shattering shrieks of the ban side. He stumbled backwards over the edge of the decking and Abby grabbed him before he fell.

      "It's only cats! What's wrong with you?" she asked in alarm. "Be honest with me. You're sick, aren't you?"

      "Don't talk nonsense," he said gruffly. "I'm just enjoying the night air."

      Pushing past her, he went into the house. Abby, looking troubled, followed him inside.
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        * * *

      

      Martin and Abby lay sleeping in their spacious king size bed. Abby slept soundly, but Martin was restless, muttering and twisting back and forth, gripping the pillow with both hands like a lifeline...

      He had the feeling he was leaving something or somewhere, exiting, moving away. Then he was in Ludd's Castle, standing at the edge of the enclosure in the moonlight. An unseen presence, like a vigorous draught of air, rushed violently past him, sweeping him from his feet.

      He fell onto the grass. Before he could get back up, something started pulling his legs, dragging him across the enclosure. All he could see was a strange shape which looked like a coil of wire, winding itself around his feet. The shape left him in the centre of the enclosure and vanished.

      He glanced down at his body, naked and pale in the moonlight. He had never seen himself like this before, it was almost as if a stranger's body was lying there...

      A white bird – an albino crow – landed on his chest. He wanted to shoo it away, but he had no ability to move his arms or to cry out. All he could do was watch as the bird pecked out his left eye, swallowed it, and flew away.

      A second, identical bird hopped onto his chest. He couldn’t do anything about that one either. This bird regurgitated an eye from deep within its gullet. It held the eye in its beak and replaced Martin’s missing eye with the new one.

      Martin lay on the grassed enclosure staring up into the sky. The stars seemed unnaturally close, the intensity of their brightness painful. They crackled, hissed and buzzed, growing louder until their buzzing woke him up...

      He gasped and swiftly lurched out of bed, trying to regain his equilibrium. Grabbing Abby's magnifying make-up mirror he stumbled into the bathroom, shut the door, turned on the light and peered at himself in the mirror. He had both eyes, but blood was slowly trickling from the outer corner of his left eye. He wiped the blood away with his fingers, noting that the blood appeared black against his skin.

      He studied himself more closely in the mirror. The reflection of his right eye seemed normal. But his left eye was different. The iris seemed darker, and it glared back at him balefully in the make-up mirror.
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        * * *

      

      George Metcalfe, pig farmer, publican and chairman of Stone Clough parish council, was out with his dogs at first light as usual. The village was silent, only half a dozen lights showing in a scattering of cottage windows. He strolled through the winding streets, casting his suspicious gaze over paddocks and stackyards, looking for signs of a nocturnal visit from the wild youths of Pen Crags.

      But to his relief, this morning he could detect nothing amiss. The field gates were closed. Norton's battery houses seemed intact. Brierley's cafe looked clean and inviting. Eckersley's bull grazed in the enclosure below the church. All was well. George leaned his large, sixty-year-old frame on a dry-stone wall and watched his dogs snuffling in the little birch wood behind Denham's barn.

      It was times like this when it was good to be alive. The village was thriving under the careful management of the parish council. A steady trickle of tourists took afternoon tea in the summer months and admired the view of the rugged valley. Diners visited year round to eat the wholesome fare his chef produced in the Packhorse Inn. There were a couple of holiday lets, but all the rest were owner-occupied by families who worked locally.

      He decided to follow his usual route from the birch wood through the churchyard, then he would return up the main street back to The Packhorse. He made a point of lingering in the churchyard, not out of piety or melancholy, but to make sure the headstones were standing upright and no one had tampered with the graves. It had never occurred before, but you needed to be vigilant. You never knew what might happen with those troublemakers in Pen Crags.

      As he cast his eyes over the graves and the little enclosure beyond the churchyard wall, he was struck by the appearance of Will Eckersley's bull. Something about it seemed

      odd. It hadn't moved in the past ten minutes and its head hung in an unnatural position, as if it was lowering it to feed but couldn't quite make it.

      He tied his dogs to the churchyard gate and hurried into the enclosure. The bull didn’t even turn to glance in his direction. A moment later, he realised why. It was a hardboard cutout of a bull, supported by two wooden stakes driven into the ground and the whole imposture painted the same matt red-brown and white as the real animal.

      Will Eckersley's fine Hereford bull was missing.
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        * * *

      

      Martin, wearing dark glasses, stood in the Stone Clough enclosure with Will Eckersley and George Metcalfe. The theft of the bull had come as a welcome change from the usual depressing cycle of urban crime and social dislocation.

      "It's Pen Crags that's responsible," George said grimly. "That's where you want to be going. And they're a tricky lot. You don't want to let 'em give you the runaround."

      Will was morose and said nothing – partly, Martin thought, due to his loss, but also because he seemed overwhelmed by George's intimidating presence.

      A SOC officer finished examining the hardboard bull but found no fingerprints, no strands of hair or fibre stuck to the paint. Martin added this information to his notes and turned to leave.

      "You'll be going to Pen Crags then." George made it sound like an order. He handed Martin his business card and forced a smile. "Come and eat here any time."

      "Rest assured," Martin replied tersely, "this crime will be solved."

      But in Pen Crags he could find no one to question. He peered in through kitchen windows, knocked on barn doors and inspected byres, but the place seemed utterly deserted. The only signs of life were the abundant livestock; hens scratching around in the stackyards, tethered goats browsing in the lanes, sheep and cattle grazing on the pastures. But no sign of a Hereford bull. Where did these people go? Did they have the ability to dematerialise at will?

      He scanned the slopes with his binoculars, stuck his head over stable doors and shouted, but discovered nothing, not so much as a growling dog. He decided to abandon the search – he had other business to attend to which he hoped would be more productive.

      As he returned to the Astra he found a childlike drawing of a red bull stuck under his windscreen wiper. Mocking the police was a step too far, he thought angrily. He'd get them. He put the drawing on the passenger's seat and drove away.
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        * * *

      

      Martin drove a little too fast along the narrow lane high in the hills, by turns feeling helpless and furious. These Pen Crags people seemed to be under the impression they could flout the law. It was completely unacceptable! There had to be a way to catch them out. He needed to get the measure of them.

      He followed the lane until he entered the village of Thoresby, parked, got out of the car and scanned the area. Low stone-built houses lined the main street, tucked against the hillsides to provide protection from the winds. Wild skylines rose on all sides, with a few high moorland farms nestling among the rocky slopes. He spotted a sign pointing to a holiday caravan site, got back into the Astra and followed the signs.

      Harold Erikson, the tall, fifty-year-old owner of the caravan site, came down the steps from his office in a large mobile home and shook Martin's offered hand. He showed Martin the shed from where the tools had been stolen the previous night.

      "It's the first time it's happened," Harold said, sounding bemused. "I always leave the shed unlocked. We've never had trouble out here."

      "You have to believe me, Mr Erikson," Martin said earnestly, "thieves are going further afield these days. Times have changed and no one's property is safe anywhere. You don't know who you're getting on your site either. Just keep your tools locked in the shed in future. Get a specialist to set up some cameras around the park. I'll put you in

      touch with someone who could do this for you."

      Harold pondered, scratching his head with his long fingers. "I don't really care for cameras. They're too much of an intrusion. Maybe I should get myself a carved head like the one at Dale End. Old Geraint Evans reckons it'll be the death of anyone that tries to rob him!"

      Martin's heart lurched sideways at the site owner's words. "That's very interesting, Mr Erikson. Please tell me more."

      Harold suddenly seemed embarrassed, even wary. "Oh, don't take any notice of me, Detective Lumb. It's just a local thing... a bit of silliness. There's not a straw of sense to it." He dismissed the matter with an emphatic wave of his hand. "I'll get the cameras up soon as I can."

      But Martin found he couldn’t rid his mind of the subject so easily. Harold Erikson's words kept repeating themselves in his head as he drove back through Thoresby village – it’ll be the death of anyone that tries to rob him!

      Frightening people was one thing, although Martin didn't in any way condone it. But deliberately causing death was another matter. Were there guardians, or thought forms – or whatever they were – that were designed to do this? Was this what had happened to the two nighthawks? He turned the Astra around and headed in the opposite direction.

      He pulled into the stackyard at the remote Dale End Farm. He found the sixty-five-year-old owner, Geraint Evans, staring shrewdly at him from the doorway of an ancient byre.

      Martin produced his police ID. "I'm going around the farms to make sure any portable tools are kept safely under lock and key." It wasn't strictly true, but it was a reasonable cover story. "There are thieves about. There have been thefts in the area recently."

      Geraint stared Martin in the eye, a gaze revealing such hostility, Martin was taken aback.

      "No need to bother yourself about us, sonny." Geraint's words were ground out in a voice as hard as the local gritstone. "We don't get robbers up here. It can be a bit of a scary place on a night."

      "Perhaps it is, Mr. Evans," Martin countered. "But I still think expensive machinery is best being kept somewhere safe. Insurance companies won't pay out otherwise."

      Geraint smiled savagely. "If it makes you happy, sonny, I'll shut 'em in the privy!" He

      gestured at the old-fashioned earth closet across the yard.

      Martin decided to give up. As he was about to leave, he spotted a carved stone head set high in the gable end of the stone-built barn. "What's that carving? Is it religious?"

      Geraint laughed harshly. "That old head? That's only a bit of decoration my great grandad put up when he built the barn."

      Martin was unable to suppress the flood of curiosity that unexpectedly took hold of him. For a moment he felt split down the middle; the sceptic who demanded definitive proof and a fervent seeker after... what? The truth? The elucidation of mysteries? This new side to his personality brought with it a passion he hadn't known before.

      "Did your great grandad carve the head himself?" he asked.

      Geraint's eyes narrowed. "I can see being a detective suits you, sonny. It gives you the chance to ask any damn-fool questions you like!"

      Martin stared at the carved head on the gable, studying the oval face, the almond-shaped eyes, the simple line of the nose and the slit mouth. It appeared similar to the carved head they’d found on the hillside above the excavation site, except that this one seemed a good deal older and considerably more weathered.

      "Thanks for your time and for the pleasure of your company, Mr. Evans." Martin stuck out his hand.

      Geraint, in response to his sarcasm, ignored it. Martin returned to the Astra and drove away. Geraint spat in the dust.

      Martin decided to call on other remote farms on his way back into town, but he saw no more carved heads, in spite of his careful scrutiny of the walls of the old buildings. But now a new thought nagged at him – if the carving of these heads and the embedding of murderous guardians belonged to some secret cult, these activities were both dangerous and unlawful. But how to prove it?
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        * * *

      

      Martin didn’t feel like watching TV or playing computer games so he rang for a takeaway, then he and Abby went out for a drink. He didn't want to drink in the town, as the bars he occasionally visited were for the purpose of information gathering rather than pleasure.

      He’d started taking Abby to a main road eating house which had a transient clientele, but served drinks without the necessity of having to purchase a meal.

      They discussed possible destinations to take their summer holidays, but Martin couldn’t seem to raise any enthusiasm for the list of places Abby suggested. He found himself becoming restless and uncomfortable, as if he should have been somewhere more dynamic than in this desolate eatery, drinking lager.

      He changed the subject and talked instead about alterations they might make to their house, such as the addition of a sunroom at the back and en suite facilities in the master bedroom. But, as he spoke, the words sounded hollow, as if he already knew the improvements would never happen. This idea unsettled him even more. After a couple of drinks they left and returned home.

      Pleading fatigue, he went to bed early and left Abby researching holiday venues on the Internet.

      He couldn’t get to sleep, beset by images of wild moorland landscapes which seemed increasingly dark and sinister. Eventually he gave up, got out of bed and strode into the bathroom, washing his face in cold water. As he was drying his face he noticed his left eye had become violently bloodshot. He rubbed at it gently with the edge of the towel and a thin stream of blood trickled down his cheek. He grabbed a few sheets of toilet paper and used them to wipe the blood away, unsettled to see the blood on the toilet paper was black.

      He slumped back down onto the bed and eventually drifted into a shallow sleep. He dreamed he was standing in the stackyard at Dale End Farm, staring up at the carved head on the gable end of the barn. He grabbed a ladder from the side of a straw stack and climbed up to examine the head more closely.

      When he’d climbed to within a metre of the head it seemed to melt before his gaze and turn into a winged, gryffon-like creature with ferocious flaming eyes. The monstrous creature launched itself at him, its huge gaping beak aiming straight for his face. He raised both arms to protect himself, but the action threw him off balance and he fell backwards, screaming, from the ladder, the gryffon swooping after him...

      He woke with a start and sat up, his skin soaked in sweat. Abby chose that precise moment to appear in the doorway. "Great, you're awake! I've found the ideal place for our holiday."

      Her words seemed to come to him from the other side of the universe.
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        * * *

      

      Ray and Martin shared a small office on the first floor of the police headquarters building. Both detectives were busy typing reports on their computers. Martin finished the account of his participation in the arrest of a gang of teenage shoplifters – who would no doubt soon be back on the streets doing it all over again – and went straight onto the Internet.

      Ray looked up. "What's with the dark glasses?" he asked, sounding amused. "Fancy a job with the LAPD?"

      Even that couldn't be much more depressing than this place, Martin thought gloomily. "Eye strain," he replied gruffly.

      He searched the Internet for material connected with Celtic heads. He found a

      couple of booklets and ordered a copy of each to be sent to his home address. "Carved stone heads, Ray. How many d'you think there might be in the old kingdom of Elmet? I mean, are we talking a few dozen, or hundreds of the things?"

      Ray seemed surprised. "I thought you didn’t have time for this stuff?"

      "I haven't decided," Martin replied evasively. "It's just that I found a stone head

      yesterday at a moortop farm, but the place was thirty miles from Pen Crags. This suggests their distribution might be quite wide."

      Ray looked thoughtful. "If the carving of these heads started with the Celts, which is a strong possibility – and if this region was once a Celtic kingdom, which we know it was – why should you be surprised to find these carved heads all over the area?"

      "I'm not surprised," Martin countered. "I'm curious."

      "Curiosity's a sign of life," Ray replied with a smile. "I'm delighted you have it."

      "Did you think I was dead until now?" Martin asked waspishly.

      Ray sat back in his chair. "No...not dead exactly. Just not as alive as you could be."

      "But you're happy for me now?" Martin asked, suppressing a sudden burst of fury.

      "Curiosity's a wonderful thing. We wouldn't learn much without it. By the way," Ray smiled across the rooom, "a historian friend of mine once speculated there may be a few local folk left who are still asked to carve those heads."

      Martin gestured despairingly. "How am I possibly going to exercise my curiosity and find such people? I can't advertise in the local paper!"

      Ray laughed. "You're a detective. Draw on your fund of inner resources."

      Martin got to his feet, about to leave. He turned in the doorway. "Is it a natural progression would you say? I mean, you and Steve. From running after villains to chasing ghosts?"

      "That's an interesting thought," Ray replied. "All we need is a few pairs of phantom bracelets."
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      Martin easily managed to find a parking space in the steep cobbled street. Not everyone in this low-income area could afford to run a car these days. He got out of the Astra and stood for a moment, unconsciously following Ray's advice and absorbing the scene. Washing lines at first-floor height ran across the street, where bed sheets and bath towels flapped in the chilly wind. At the bottom of the cul-de-sac, on an area of briar-infested wasteground, a half-dozen burned-out vehicles lay decaying. In the valley below, the remains of derelict factories gaped vacantly under the overcast sky.

      He knew that some families had lived in these streets for upwards of four generations. But there had once been work and stability, now there were drugs, violence and despair. It was an area which had dropped below everyone's radar. Even, it seemed at times, that of the police.

      He pressed the doorbell and waited. He thought he might have to go around the back and clamber over neighbours' bike frames and old prams to get to the yard gate, but within half a minute the front door opened and Tilda Ridgeway stood before him smiling.

      Tilda was a family friend. At eighty-two she was straight and lean and vigorous. She showed Martin, still in his dark glasses, into the sitting room and pointed him to a chair. She sat opposite.

      "How's your Gran, love?" she asked in the hard local accent. "Don't see anything of her these days."

      "She's not been well, Tilda. Getting forgetful. She's had to go into care," Martin admitted.

      "I'm sorry to hear that." Tilda looked genuinely saddened. "Give her my best, won't you? Still in touch with your folks?"

      He wanted to get rid of this painful subject as quickly as he could. "Mum's in Scotland and dad's in France, but I'm in contact via emails and Skype."

      "What would we do without computers, eh? But they make divorce too easy. My generation had to wait for the undertaker! Made us work harder at it!"

      He joined in her laughter, reminded of the tough humour older people possessed in these one-time working-class areas. The younger generations in these parts had very little work and hardly any humour at all.

      She smiled encouragingly. "Now what can I help you with?"

      "I'm trying to solve a mystery," he began, suddenly unsure if he should even be there, asking questions that made no rational sense. But his conversation with Ray still stung and he pressed on. "I was wondering...er, if you knew anything about the carving of stone heads in the area?"

      Tilda seemed intrigued. "Is it to do with a crime?" she asked, her eyes opening wide. "Are there lots of gory details?"

      He was taken aback by her unexpected enthusiasm. Then he wondered if she was making fun of his long-faced seriousness. "No, it's not police work. It's just a subject of personal interest."

      She suddenly seemed less enthusiastic, but smiled politely. "I don't know much, love. But when I was a girl my gran knew a local chap who was said to have the talent for carving stone heads. My gran said he carved them in such a way that magical powers could be put into 'em."

      He leaned forward eagerly. "So the tradition was still alive at the end of the nineteenth century?"

      "I think we lost a lot of these old skills because of the first world war," she nodded decisively to emphasise her words. "That many young men got killed, there was no one left to keep the old ways going."

      "These heads were supposed to ward off evil, weren't they?" He asked. "How did

      they do that?"

      "They were supposed to be carved in a certain manner, so a guardian could be put inside the head to frighten off intruders like the excisemen." She gave him a knowing smile. Then her voice dropped to a whisper. "But how they did it was a secret."

      "Is there no one left today who can tell me?" he asked, suspecting he was in danger of going round in circles.

      "If there are any, they'll be from remote spots like Pen Crags," she said after a pause for thought. "Folk there might have the old skills – but they've never cared much in Pen Crags for outsiders asking questions! Even Robert Moorhouse couldn't get away with what he did, though he was a well-liked man. He should never have taken those old stones. He paid the price for that."

      She didn't elaborate, but rose and went into her old-fashioned cellar-head kitchen, where she made a large pot of tea. She came back in with the tea and a large sponge cake on a tray. Martin had resigned himself to going without lunch, so he tucked in gratefully to the refreshments.

      Tilda ate nothing, but talked as she drank her tea. "My gran used to tell us tales on a winter night. We used to sit around the fire and she'd be singing them old folk songs and ones you never hear no more these days. She had a voice like a wild bird off the moortop. Then she'd get going with the tales. There was one about an exciseman who tried to catch folk in a dale head farm. He thought they were coining and he came there one night with a couple of constables to arrest 'em. But all three were found dead next day."

      She paused dramatically, waiting for Martin's question.

      "How did they die?" he asked dutifully.

      "Folk said it was magic killed 'em. Maybe they'd raised a demon to set on 'em. They were found smashed to bits at the bottom of Blackstone Scars, but with not a single head between 'em!"

      He was taken aback by the matter-of-fact way the grim story was told. He asked the

      requisite question. "Why did they have no heads?"

      "They were taken because of their power. The old folk of Elmet believed the soul of a man lived in the head. So if you took the head you took the power of the man's soul. And this soul could be used as a guardian."

      He knew in that moment a stupendous mystery was hovering there before him, but he had been too long a rationalist and realised it would take time for all this to sink in. "Wasn't anyone prosecuted for the murders?" he asked, experiencing a rising sense of indignation that these remote moorland folk thought they were above the law.

      "Why no, love," she replied with a wide, anarchic smile. "They hadn't a scrap of evidence. Those wild folk had any number of tricks to inflict on excisemen and their like back then." She noticed something amiss with Martin's face. "You all right, love? I think you've got blood coming out of your eye."

      He whipped off his dark glasses and stared at his face in a nearby mirror. His left eye was massively bloodshot and he could hardly make out the pupil or iris. He wiped the blood from his face and replaced his glasses. "I'm okay," he said reassuringly. "It's just an allergy."

      His work mobile rang. He answered and listened for a few seconds. "Yes, I know where it is. I'm actually not far from there," he lied. "If they'll wait for me I'll meet them in half an hour."

      He rang off and thanked Tilda for her help. "I'll have to go back to work now, but it's been great to talk with you. You've been very kind and generous."

      She waved him off from her doorway. "Be careful, love," she called. "It's a dangerous job you're doing. Don't believe everything you see, not even if you might want to."
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        * * *

      

      Martin was ten minutes away from his destination when his personal mobile rang and he pulled over to answer it. Evidently he’d left George Metcalfe's business card on the coffee table at home and Abby had found it. He silently cursed his carelessness.

      "I've booked us in for a meal at the Packhorse Inn in Stone Clough," she announced. "I thought that was why you'd left the card."

      She sounded so eager, he hadn't the heart to object. "Okay. That's a great idea."

      "Tonight at eight. Please don't be late, I'd really like to go. It'll be a nice change from takeaways."

      He didn't want to eat in the Packhorse Inn, having taken an instant dislike to the self-righteous landlord. As soon as he arrived, he knew, he would be bombarded with questions on progress with the stolen bull. He had nothing to say about the matter, because progress was non-existent. "That's no problem," he replied. "I'll make my own way there." He sighed. Another uneventful evening lay ahead of him.
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        * * *

      

      Two parked cars were pulled onto the verge of a narrow moortop road. Four disgruntled middle-aged ramblers waited impatiently nearby. Martin pulled off the road and hurried towards them. "Sorry to keep you hanging about," he said, adjusting his dark glasses. "It was a bit further up than I realised."

      The ramblers led him into an open tract of moorland. The area was flat and had a dark sinister aspect, the surface covered with lichens and densely colonised with clumps of reeds and bog cotton. A low chill wind arose and blew hard at them.

      "We hadn't been up here before and were surprised to find these pits – probably old coal pits – open and unfenced," one of the group informed Martin earnestly.

      "If someone was up here alone and fell in, how could they get a mobile signal to summon rescue?" a second rambler said, sounding troubled and angry.

      Martin raised his glasses, stepped forward carefully and peered into the first of the pits. It was more than seven metres deep with the top edge hard to detect, due to the thick clumps of purple moor-grass that surrounded it. The bones of dead sheep lay in the bottom.

      "I see what you mean," he said. "They're very dangerous. I'll report it as soon as I get back. Thanks for bringing it to our attention."

      He cast about among the reeds and bog cotton and found lengths of decomposing fencing rotting into the moist ground.

      "They were evidently fenced once," he remarked. "D'you know who owns this piece of moor?"

      "No idea," one of the group said with a shrug. Then, accusingly, he added, "It's your job to find out, isn't it?"

      Raising his dark glasses again Martin peered into another pit. Something black, an undefined shadowy shape, crawled around at the bottom.

      "There's something moving down here!" he cried out. "Can anyone see what it is?"

      A couple of ramblers peered cautiously over the edge, while the others held on to their legs in case they slipped.

      "Can't see a thing," one said. "It's very dark down there."

      "All I can see are a few sheep bones. Perhaps it was just debris falling in," the second rambler suggested.

      "I'm sure you're right," Martin said. But he knew that wasn't true.

      After the ramblers had driven away, he took his torch from the car and returned to the bleak tract of moorland for further investigations. He counted the pits; there were a dozen in total. He looked into all of them – and there, at the bottom of each pit, was a dark shape like the one he’d first noticed. He shone his torch at one and saw large pale eyes turned towards him above a cavernous ragged mouth.

      He couldn’t understand why the ramblers had been unable to see these shadowy creatures. They seemed clear enough to him. He watched them at the bottom of the pits, hunched over the sheep's skeletons. What were they doing? Eating phantom flesh?

      He realised with a shock that he had the ability to see beyond the physical world. No doubt this new gift was thanks to the crow's replacement eye. He put the idea to the test and found he was unable to see the creatures with his right eye, only with his left. Were these beings in the pits some kind of supernatural ghoul, he wondered? The world he had known for thirty years suddenly seemed no more than a superficial appearance. Reality now was other and potentially immense.

      He took a large-scale map from the deep pocket of his anorak and located the area, which was designated as old coal pits. He found that the parish boundary followed the course of the moortop road, which formed the highest point of the local watershed. The pits were just over the boundary on the Pen Crags side.

      A return visit to Pen Crags village would have to be made. He was determined that this time he would find someone to speak with, even if it was Bronwen Pryce.

      On the way back to his car he passed an old moortop barn that he hadn’t taken much notice of earlier. He’d assumed the barn was disused, but on closer inspection he found it to be well maintained. The walls were constructed of dry-stone blocks, the courses fitting perfectly one upon the other. He was surprised to find himself marvelling at the skill of the construction, something he’d never considered before.

      The padlock on the massive double doors was easy enough to pick. Removing his dark glasses he peered inside. On a solid wooden trestle he saw half a dozen squared-off gritstone blocks like the stones in the wall of the barn. They were arranged in two rows. The barn was otherwise empty.

      He looked closer. The blocks appeared to have been freshly cut. He touched them, felt their sawn smoothness. A quick walk around the building confirmed there were no missing stones in the walls. Was it possible that these were ready to be carved into heads?

      Back outside, he noticed a carved head four metres above him on the gable. He stared at it in the gathering dusk until the carving seemed to be morphing, as if it was melting beneath his gaze like the carved head in his dream of Dale End Farm. He heard the moorland grasses rustle behind him and turned to look, but could see nothing.

      Setting off back towards the moortop road, he again heard the sound of movement among the bog cotton and reeds. Then he glimpsed it – a crouched form moving rapidly over the darkening moor, bounding along on all fours like an ape. The thing disappeared among clumps of purple moor-grass, then reappeared, finally vanishing behind a heap of small boulders. He was quite certain it wasn't a ghoul from the pits, but something else.

      Concerned, he reached his car at last and drove away quickly. But he’d gone no more than a hundred metres when the creature reappeared and leaped at the driver's door.

      He braked automatically, struggling to keep the Astra on the narrow road. The strange creature hung outside the driver's window, but apparently without making contact with the car. It was a tawny colour, with what seemed like hairy limbs, a round face with green eyes and a gaping red mouth. Was it a guardian from the carved head in the moortop barn? How could he tell? Could it do no more than scare him? He’d grappled with drug dealers' pit bulls and youths with knives and guns, so a monkey-like guardian didn't worry him unduly.

      The creature disappeared. He’d leaped out of the car with the intention of confronting it, but the thing seemed to have dematerialised. He walked back along the road for a short while, but saw nothing. He wished he’d taken Ray up on his offer of a Penang lawyer. With a strong stick in his hand, he could have beaten the thing off – if it was physical. If it wasn't, what could it do to him?

      He got back in the Astra and set off thoughtfully towards the Packhorse Inn.
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        * * *

      

      Martin need not have been worried. George Metcalfe was at a parish council meeting that evening and, according to the barman, wouldn’t be back before ten, bringing with him the rest of the council for more discussions over drinks – which Martin was not surprised to learn, weren’t provided on the house! Martin promised himself to be out of there well before ten.

      As Abby hadn’t arrived yet he asked for a beer and helped himself to a menu. The barman recommended the steak, saying it was locally sourced and ‘fresher than you'll get in the town’.

      It was a mild evening, so he wandered outside and strolled around to the back of the inn to the deserted beer garden. He felt a little foolish sitting alone at a rustic table, as if he’d been stood up by his date. He spotted an open door from which enticing odours drifted into the evening air and went to investigate. It was an ingrained habit he could not resist.

      The chef and his assistant were busy in the kitchen and didn't notice him. They were opening a large box of frozen steaks.

      "Was this the box that was missed off the order?" the chef asked.

      "A couple of guys in a white van brought it just after six," the assistant informed him. "They said they were sorry it hadn't been included."

      "Was there any paperwork?"

      "No. They said it was listed on the original invoice."

      The chef opened a drawer and retrieved a sheet of paper. "This must be it. The last item."

      They both studied the invoice. "It says beef steaks. And the weight," the assistant commented.

      "But this is more than twice the weight," the chef said. "Who took the delivery?"

      "George. But he's not in."

      "Is there a problem?" Martin identified himself, telling them he was there for a meal.

      The chef shrugged. "We seem to have been supplied with too much meat. Hope you're hungry!"

      Martin examined the late delivery. On a sudden whim, he turned the box over. Underneath, in large blue stencilled capital letters, were the words BEST HEREFORD BEEF.

      "It should have the wholesaler's stamp on here and the batch number, at least," the chef noted, sounding puzzled. "There's nothing to identify it. It can't be our order."

      "What are you going to do with it?" Martin asked.

      "The boss accepted it, so we'll keep it and start serving it tonight." The chef grinned.

      Martin left the kitchen staff to their work and joined Abby in the restaurant, where they ordered sea bass. He glanced up curiously when new diners arrived. But Will Eckersley, it appeared, wasn’t eating there that night. It would have been an irony worthy of an Ealing comedy if he’d ordered steak.
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        * * *

      

      They were back home by ten, but Abby wasn't tired and wanted to download a film on the laptop. They sat side by side on the sofa, Martin wearing his dark glasses, with the laptop

      on the coffee table in front of them. After half an hour Martin began to lose interest and grew restless. "Boring rubbish. Any idiot can see what's going to happen. There's no point watching any more of this formula stuff."

      "But I like it," she objected. "It might get better."

      "It won't. You'll have to watch it on your own then."

      "It's not the same,” Abby protested. “I like to share things with you. We only have some evenings together and occasional weekends. Our lives will go by and we'll have drifted apart and become strangers."

      "We're not going to get to know each other better watching third-rate movies. There's nothing worth discussing afterwards. All I want to say is I'm glad that's over."

      "We could play a game," she suggested.

      "Okay," he agreed, trying to disguise his reluctance. What he really wanted was to return to the moors and confront as many weird entities as he could, to find out if any were physical, or if they were all as insubstantial as the ghouls in the pits.

      They played a computer game, which Abby won easily.

      She laughed. "You'd play better if you didn't wear those glasses! You never used to wear them. Why have you started now?"

      "My eyes can't stand bright lights." This wasn’t true, but he needed to say something. "Maybe I'm turning into a vampire!" he joked.

      "A vampire cop. Is that a first? You should get in touch with a Hollywood producer," she laughed. "You could play the lead role."

      "They don't want the real thing," he objected. "Where's the fun in that? They'd all run away in terror." But they wouldn't die, he thought, not unless the vampire bit them, or unless they had a really massive heart attack or major stroke. How many people actually died from seeing something scary? The two nighthawks must be a rare exception. Maybe the guardian they saw could generate extreme terror, enough to drive them into the flames. Who in Pen Crags was so dangerous he’d be able to fashion such a thing?

      Abby took advantage of his momentary distraction. She lunged at him and whipped off his glasses before he could stop her. At the sight of his left eye, she screamed. The sclera was massively bloodshot, uniformly red. The iris, in contrast, was a glaring canary yellow. Only the pupil was normal and black. Martin’s right eye seemed entirely unaffected.

      In addition to the abnormal colour, the left eye had a disconcertingly intense quality. There was also the suggestion that it was starting to protrude, like the eye of a bug.

      "It's horrible! Horrible!" she exclaimed. "You're turning into a...a monster or something!"

      "I'm okay." Martin tried to sound reassuring. "I can see just fine. Even better than before."

      "Before what?" she shrilled. "When did this happen?"

      "A few days back. I just woke up...and it was different." He didn't think it was wise to mention the albino crows in his dream. "It’s not painful, I just wear dark glasses because bright light seems to make it bleed."

      "It bleeds?" she shrieked. "We're going to A&E right now!"

      "No!"

      The force of his objection checked her. "What then?" she asked helplessly.

      "It's not a subconjunctival haemorrhage, because I've looked it up." This was true. But he didn't say he hadn't been able to find any medical definition for his condition.

      "What is it then?" she yelled.

      "Just a blip," he replied matter-of-factly.

      "A blip?" she shrieked. "I can't even look at you! You're turning into an alien! How d'you know that you won't wake up tomorrow with two heads?"

      He pulled a frightening face at her. "Or two noses, or four ears, or fifty-six teeth!"

      "Stop it, Martin," she begged. "You're scaring me!"

      "I'm still the same guy." He tried to make his voice sound reassuring. "An accident victim can look shocking – I've seen plenty – but it's just the same person as before."

      "I know that. I'm sorry. it was a shock." She thought a moment. "You should still see a doctor."

      "I will when I've time. Maybe next week. I'm busy right now." He put his dark glasses back on.

      "Busy? How come?" She challenged him: "Is there suddenly more crime?"

      "Not exactly crimes. More like mysteries," he countered.

      Abby seemed interested. "Mysteries? What mysteries?"

      He immediately became evasive. "Can't say. It's police business. That reminds me, I've just got to pop out and see Ray."

      He put on his jacket and left. Abby flopped onto the sofa, troubled and confused.
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        * * *

      

      Ray was surprised by Martin's late, unannounced visit, but he took him into his workshop to select a walking stick. After a long deliberation Martin chose a Kebbie, a rough Scottish walking stick with a hooked head. Ray wouldn’t let him leave until he was certain it was the right length for Martin's taller stature.

      "And what are you planning to use that for?" Ray asked, when Martin struck a dashing pose in an old cheval mirror Ray had been restoring for a friend.

      "I'm going phantom bashing," Martin said with a raffish grin. "It's a change from my previous obsessions with mobile phones and computer games. I'd hoped you would

      approve."

      "Phantom bashing's a contradiction," Ray objected.

      "I know. Life's full of them," Martin countered with a defensive grin.

      A sudden gust of wind brought a sharp burst of rain lashing at the window.

      "There you are. You might think that's just weather, but it's made up of thousands of little invisible beings, some in the rain and some in the wind." Martin laughed. "Wouldn't it be great if we could see them? D'you think we'd die of shock?"

      "If we let our rational guard down, d'you mean?" Ray asked.

      "If we don't let it down, will we ever change?"

      "So we have to go phantom bashing?"

      Martin laughed. "You've got it."

      When Martin had left, Ray sat for a while listening to the little beings cavorting in the storm outside his window. His young colleague seemed to be changing. He just hoped it would be for the better.
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      After the strange day he’d experienced Martin found he was unable to sleep again. He rolled over and watched Abby, who was breathing quietly, obviously secure and at peace within her familiar world. He was struck by a twinge of envy. His world was changing beyond anything he could have imagined. For him there was nowhere to hide from the disconcerting extended reality that had drawn him in. Although he was a little apprehensive, he found he was also glad. Maybe one day he'd have the measure of those tricky villains in Pen Crags.

      Eventually he did fall asleep, but almost immediately he started to dream:

      He was walking on the moors, when he spotted a carved head in a dry-stone wall. The head appeared relatively recent and was of the usual type; an oval face, almond-shaped eyes, simple line for the nose and a slit mouth.

      He approached the head and stared at it, challenging it to respond. The almond-shaped eyes suddenly opened wide, eyes with red scleras and canary-yellow irises. He was unable to move. The eyes stared into him, penetrating his brain like weapons. He could feel them rummaging around inside his head as if they were re-configuring his thoughts. He tried to run, to escape from the eyes, but found he was unable to move.

      Hands appeared from the sides of the carved head. The hands stretched out, extending on long thin arms. The arms grabbed him and yanked him into the head.

      He was inside the head for what seemed no more than a moment. But he could feel the energy within it, as if the head was a miniature power station, buzzing with forces he couldn’t identify.

      Then he was outside of the head again, leaning over a small moorland tarn. He stared at his reflection in the water. In place of his own face was the face of a carved stone head. He rubbed across his stone face with his fingers .

      Martin awoke and rushed to the bathroom in panic. He splashed cold water on his face, then stared into the mirror. His face was his own again, except for his left eye, which seemed to protrude even more.

      Gazing at himself, his reflection changed. In amazement he watched as a succession of ghostly faces stared back at him from the mirror; childhood faces, adolescent faces, adult faces – and many more he couldn’t identify. Were they all himself? How many pasts, how many other lives had revealed themselves? Did they belong to a linear time-space continuum, or were some from parallel worlds he had inhabited, but of which he had no conscious memory?

      He hurried into the kitchen, made himself a mug of tea and stepped out onto the decking. The late-evening storm had dissipated. As he drank his tea and stared at the mysterious night garden, he wondered how he would ever know who he really was, where he had come from and where he was going.

      For a moment he felt lost and overwhelmingly alone. What was there left to hold on to? The everyday world seemed increasingly shallow and irrelevant. He couldn't care less about the petty crimes he was supposed to be solving. They would go on happening whether he was there or not. But the fates of the two nighthawks and poor Charles Bellingham could not, must not, be ignored.

      He thought of the provocative theft of Eckersley's bull and the terror-generating guardian. Who were these people who created discord and death? That unknown elements in Pen Crags believed they could treat the law as a joke was unacceptable. The idea brought him back to the present.

      The days of the wild moorland clans had gone. The law had to be taken seriously or England would fragment into extremist factions and spiralling violence. It was his duty – no, his mission – to bring the lawless elements in Pen Crags to heel.

      He returned to bed and slept soundly. When he awoke the first thing that filled his mind was the image of the carved head from the hillside above the dig. In place of the

      mocking sneer was a wide, inscrutable smile. He sent a silent message to the head, as if it was an ancient pagan deity. Help me...help me understand.
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        * * *

      

      Owain sat in his cottage, high on the west-facing slope of the valley. He had a view of the village below him in the early morning sunlight, but he didn't see it. He was travelling deep within his subconscious, journeying back through the centuries to times when different values prevailed.

      He’d made this journey many times, not seeking his past lives – though he knew he'd had many – but for guidance. He’d consulted the dead in the old burial ground and they’d urged him to embark on the most important search of all – to find the lost knowledge that would heal the landscape and revivify their community.

      He had trodden a perilous inner path between charlatans and mischief makers, but had found his way beyond them to visions of past worlds, where some of the knowledge seemed to have survived. He journeyed through these worlds, all the while realising his awareness was growing. Then he returned to this world and communed with enlightened exponents scattered across the globe, until he felt able to take on the challenge himself.

      There had been many centuries when lawlessness and violence had ruled the lives of the old clans and traces of this still remained in the psyche of his people. But he was seeking a change that went deeper, that was a different kind of adventure – a change that would bring his community closer to the spirit of life itself.

      He’d learned to move sideways in his inner journeying, to contact sages from different cultures. He had been granted views of their worlds – from ancient China, Japan, the Middle East – that existed like timeless visions in their memories. He’d absorbed their awareness and begun to gain new knowledge. They had been generous, because they’d seen that his quest was driven by a clear and dedicated intent.

      But his journey today was being interrupted. Something was pulling him back, something which felt like a warning. He returned quickly to his waking consciousness to be presented by a mental image of the detective called Martin Lumb, whom he’d observed from a nearby field barn, talking to Bronwen. The impression he’d received from the image was disturbing. Was this person merely an irritation, or a threat? A blundering fool, or a man who could wreck his present selfless labours? He needed to take steps to find out and, if necessary, to stop him.

      Owain rose, pulled on his wool jacket and walked down to the flat open space beyond Low Rowan Hall, where several tracks from the northern end of the parish converged. There was no gallows in evidence now, just four wooden, bench-type seats, with backrests, facing the cardinal points. A small wooden box which stood in the central space between the seats contained a hand bell. Owain picked it up and rang it, the sound echoing out through the surrounding area.

      Several people from nearby cottages hurried to the summons.

      "A parish meeting," Owain announced. "At midday. Everyone must come. Spread the word."

      His listeners departed. Satisfied he’d set his intent in motion, Owain returned to his cottage to prepare.
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        * * *

      

      Charles Bellingham sat in a chair beside his bed in a ward of the specialist stroke unit. He clutched a clipboard, which held a dozen sheets of A4 paper. He was trying to draw, but his efforts failed to please him and he ripped the sheets from the clipboard and tossed them on the floor. He started again, grunting with the effort of co-ordinating his fingers and the pencil to do as he required.

      Tony Danby and a unit nurse hurried down the ward towards him. Tony had almost recovered from his violent dreams, but the sight of Charles still amplified a residual kernel of guilt. He’d come to believe the entire dream episode was the product of his professional dissatisfaction. His situation had improved with his recent promotion and now all he wanted was to dismiss the unpleasant dream business from his thoughts. This resulted in a tendency to overcompensate for the guilt he continued to experience by becoming excessively effusive.

      "Morning, Charles!" Tony addressed his former colleague breezily. "How are you today?"

      Charles grunted and smiled crookedly.

      "He's been trying to draw for the last two days," the nurse explained. "It's the only way he can communicate, because he's not yet able to write or talk. He's got some mobility back and we're working to improve it. We do physio every day, but he will need to learn to speak all over again."

      "It's not even a month. There's time yet, surely?" Tony said, searching the nurse's eyes for signs of hope.

      "Time is all he has, Mr. Danby," the nurse replied. "We do our best in the unit to fill the hours as constructively as we can. There'll be an hour's physio before midday and then I'll read to him from the book you kindly brought on Celtic mythology. I don't understand it at all, but he seems to enjoy that more than anything. Hopefully, soon, he'll try to talk about what I've been reading."

      "I'm glad you're following my suggestions," Tony said approvingly. "He needs stimulus for his mind and that book's full of refreshing new ideas."

      "The drawing could help him regain his motor skills. It seems to have relieved his anxiety quite a bit too." She passed the clipboard to Tony. "He draws the same image obsessively and tries to write underneath it. The word is just scrawled, but it appears to be monster. Have you any idea what it means?"

      Tony was reminded that Charles too, had suffered nightmares when he was first admitted to the unit. These had decreased, but hadn’t disappeared entirely. He stared at the drawing on the clipboard of a red-eyed demonic image and recognised it immediately as the source of the hatred and menace in his own series of recurrent dreams. The drawing reawakened the terror which had overwhelmed him when he tried to identify the shadowy humans that seemed to be behind the horrific creation.

      "It looks quite sinister." He smiled at the nurse. "But I've no idea what it is." That was the truth. It seemed inappropriate to mention his own dreams.

      They were interrupted by grunts and gesticulations from Charles.

      "He wants his clipboard back," the nurse said.

      Tony passed the clipboard to Charles, who grunted loudly, tapping the drawing with his fingers.

      "What does all this mean?" Tony asked.

      "I suspect he's trying to tell you something about the drawing," the nurse replied. "Obviously it means more to him at the moment than anything else."

      "Judging by his expression, it seems to be frightening him," Tony observed. He

      pointed to the image on the clipboard. "Is this frightening to you, Charles?"

      Charles nodded.

      "Is this what gave you the nightmares?" the nurse asked.

      Charles nodded again.

      With a shock Tony realised that what had been a dream image to him must have been a real physical experience to Charles. It was obvious now – he just hadn't made the connection.

      "Is this what you saw when you had your stroke?"

      Charles nodded vigorously and stuck up a thumb in confirmation.

      "My God!" Tony said, looking at the drawing. "My God! You saw this? You actually physically saw this thing?"

      Charles nodded.

      Tony and the nurse stared at each other in dismay.

      "He's had a dreadfully traumatic experience. But at least we know that now." Tony said in a hushed voice.

      But there was no help, he realised. What kind of conventional therapy could get you over an experience like that? What had happened to Charles challenged the entire rational world.

      "What is this thing he's supposed to have seen?" the nurse asked, looking decidedly spooked.

      "I don't know," Tony confessed. An idea came to him."Charles, can I take one of these drawings? We need to find out what it is."

      Charles nodded, grunted and tried to smile. He passed the clipboard to Tony, who took what he thought was the clearest drawing.

      "Thanks, Charles. I'll see what I can find out." Tony took hold of Charles's hand and

      squeezed it strongly. "I will find out."

      Charles grunted and smiled awkwardly and clapped his hand against his thigh.
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        * * *

      

      Ray was working on a case with the drugs unit for the next few days, so Martin's first task that morning was to visit Pen Crags on his own. Wearing his dark glasses, he drove into the village in the Astra. He got out of the car and surveyed the area. There was a tractor and a Land Rover parked further along the main street, but as usual, no one seemed to be about.

      He sounded his horn and waited. Half a minute later Bronwen Pryce appeared from a side street and waved. He leaned against the Astra, determined to make her walk to him. The village was within his jurisdiction and he wanted to leave her in no doubt that he was the one making the decisions.

      "Good morning, Detective Lumb," Bronwen smiled. "How can I help you today?"

      He mentioned the ramblers' concern regarding the unfenced pits on the moortop and added that he had personally investigated the site and found it to be highly dangerous.

      "People could die up there," he said accusingly. "Doesn't that bother you?" He didn't wait for her reply but continued forcefully.

      "I need to meet with the local farmers, as it will be them I'll hold responsible for erecting protective fencing."

      "I'll have to relay your message to the appropriate people, as they are all busy in the hills just now." Her glib reply stung him to anger.

      "Make sure you give them my message. If those pits aren't fenced off by the end of the week I'll close the road, have them fenced off by private contractors and send you the bill. It's a matter of public safety and must be given priority."

      Bronwen, he noted, didn't like his tone one bit. He continued to hammer home his points.

      "It's the duty of the owners to erect protective fencing, otherwise legal action could be successfully taken against them. And, of course, my own evidence would play a key part."

      He noticed that she seemed to tighten up at the mention of legal action. So much for Hywel Dda! How would she react if he told her about the ghouls he'd seen? But he decided he wasn't going to reveal his new visual gift to anyone in Pen Crags!

      He shuddered at the idea of an injured walker lying alone in a pit with one of those creatures as his only companion. Would the walker realise in the moments before he died that the thing was in there with him?

      "I'll speak with those responsible," Bronwen said stiffly, with an unguarded glance at the hills to the east. "They’re sorting the stock to be slaughtered for winter meat. It's an annual task we always perform."

      "Perhaps it would be a good idea if I went up there and spoke to them myself," he

      suggested.

      "I told you it won't be necessary," she snapped. "I'll see to it myself."

      He decided to keep the pressure on, he could see that it was unsettling her. "I'll be checking to see that the work has been carried out," he said coldly.

      He didn't wait for her reply, but got back into the Astra and drove away from the village. He didn't trust her, so decided to investigate if she was telling the truth.

      He drove out of the parish, then hid the car amongst the trees at the side of the road. No doubt the bush telegraph would relay the information regarding where he’d gone. Then he set off on foot into the hills to the east, circling around to the north until he was above the village.

      He didn't want to be seen, so he kept to what cover he could find among the steep rock-strewn hillsides. At last he heard voices and noticed a dozen young men moving around between two large gritstone crags. There was no sign of Bronwen. He settled down with his binoculars to watch.

      At first it was unclear what the men were doing. They appeared to have several sheep penned off behind a framework of hurdles. In the foreground cables seemed to have been connected to natural fissures in the crags. The cables ran into what appeared to be coils of some kind, which in turn were connected to two carved stone heads, that stood on small stone platforms and faced each other across a gap about five metres wide.

      After some debate among the group, a tall figure wearing a dark woollen jacket signalled to two men at the sheep pen. A sheep was released and sent running towards the gap between the stone heads. As the sheep crossed the gap it staggered, then collapsed and lay motionless, to shouts of delight from the young men. The performance was repeated twice more with the same result. Creeping forward as close as he dared, Martin watched closely.

      The men removed the cables from the fissures, then sent one of the sheep dogs through the gap. The dog yelped and shook its head, but otherwise seemed unharmed. The men threw the dead sheep over the back of a pony, rolled up the cables and set off on foot down the hill towards the village. There was much laughter and high spirits displayed until they disappeared beyond Martin's line of sight.

      As soon as the men had gone, Martin hurried down to where they’d been working. He could see at once how they’d made the device function, but wondered at the source of energy, which seemed to be taken from the hillside itself. The eyes of the carved heads glowed dully – and this, he assumed, was the outlet for the charge that had felled the sheep. He passed his hand in front of the nearest head and experienced a painful tingling which ran up his arm to his shoulder. The experience was a little like touching a live electric fence, but the charge must have been considerably greater while the cables were still connected to the crags.

      He had no idea what these young men were planning to do with this unusual technology, but one thing was clear: the stone heads could be used not just to contain and

      release guardians, but also to project beams of lethal energy. What if the two were

      combined? He couldn't imagine how this would be achieved – but if it could, these men would have created a truly unique killing machine which might even prove to be undetectable. Was this their aim? And who was their target?

      Did Bronwen Pryce have these young men under her control? Did she even know what they were doing? How long would it be before someone was fatally injured, playing around with these heads? He thought of Tilda's tale of the exciseman. Well, he wasn’t going to succumb to any type of lawless trickery! These people needed to realise that English law included Pen Crags!.

      As he set off back to his car, he failed to spot the figure of a shepherd high on the edge of the cliffs, who made a secret sign to the watchers below. The shepherd disconnected lengths of cable from a row of three standing stones which stood at the edge of the moor. Then he hauled the other ends of the cables up from the gritstone crags below, wound them up carefully, stowed them in his tractor cab and drove away across the moor.
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        * * *

      

      Ray, back in his office after a gruelling series of interviews with some of the toughest felons in the county, sat at his desk staring at the drawing Tony Danby had just handed him. He struggled to make the intellectual leap from drug dealers to adepts in arcane magical practices.

      Slowly the drawing focused the whole of his attention. It reminded him of the image Steve had made of the guardian at the Irish holy well, and of the shadowy shape they’d caught on camera above the dig. They looked similar, if not quite the same. He pored over the drawing for a long time before he glanced up and spoke. "Mr. Bellingham draws these obsessively, you say?"

      "He does, now he's got some mobility back," Tony replied. "He can't speak yet, but he managed to make it clear that this…thing was the cause of his stroke. Do you know what it is?"

      "I do," Ray said. "It's a guardian, put in place to protect the old burial ground from people like you. It's a thought form, conjured up by an occult group. But it only has the power to frighten. It can't attack you with a barbarian club." He leaned back in his chair and studied the archaeologist. "I'm surprised your colleagues in the profession haven't come across this kind of thing before."

      Tony shook his head. "Why should we?"

      "Because you're interfering with what others might consider to be the sacred dead. Have you never had opposition to excavations before?"

      "None that I know of personally," Tony replied. "They probably don't get much publicity. Those potential digs will just die before they get anywhere near the excavation stage."

      "Well," Ray said, "this one's a first for you!"

      Tony held his hands over his face, as if just closing his eyes would be insufficient to help him adjust to the strange new world he’d entered. Eventually he took a deep breath and found his voice. "It was earlier in that same day when Charles and I were speculating about the use of magic at ancient sites. It's quite a shock to experience it first hand."

      "It seems it was also quite a shock to Mr. Bellingham," Ray said. "And to anyone who might have had the misfortune to see one of these phantoms."

      "Have the people from Pen Crags done this?" Tony asked.

      "We have no proof," Ray replied. "And we're not likely to get any. Unlike the so-called witch trials that hanged anyone with a mole or a birthmark, magic by its very nature leaves few detectable traces. Apart, of course, from its victims."

      "I'm finding it quite a challenge to be hearing all this from a working detective," Tony said. "Guess it's another first."

      Ray smiled. "I’ve learned, as a police officer, to accept everything and believe nothing. Sometimes the most seemingly obvious cases turn out to be the most unexpected."

      Tony got to his feet. "Thanks for talking to me...but I don't know what on earth I'm going to say to Charles."

      "Tell him what I've just said to you," Ray replied. "Knowing he's not on his own with this might be a help to him."
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        * * *

      

      Owain found at least half the population of the parish waiting for his arrival, which was more encouraging than he’d expected, as he’d feared the community was on the brink of apathy and decline. There were shepherds and stockmen from the furthest reaches of the parish, pig breeders and smallholders from the village, mechanics, carriers and stone carvers.

      He knew this could be his last chance to turn things around. He strode through the assembled parishioners and leapt onto a bench. Dewi, his most learned brother, stood with him, while Bryn and Huw mingled with the crowd.

      Bronwen suddenly appeared, pushing through to the front of the assembly. Owain

      held out his hand and grasped hers, pulling her up beside him. He was aware she wanted to hold on to her rapidly-diminishing power base and hoped she might persuade some of the doubters to support his plans.

      "Friends, our community is dying," he began. "My father led you for many years and now it's my turn. And I have much to do! I've called you here today to announce that new measures are about to be taken to enhance the health of our land. We must do this if we want to remain here and live a worthwhile and fruitful life. A small group will be moving around the parish in the coming weeks, working on energy flows in the land. Many areas are in bad heart and will require treatment. This will not affect preparations for our Samhain festival, so please continue to devote time to that as usual. Don't be surprised if the work we are doing appears a bit strange. You will see the benefits next year in the enhanced quality of the grass and our regular produce."

      He took Bronwen's hand and gripped it tightly, forcing from her a surprised grimace at first, which changed quickly into one of her practised smiles.

      "I give you my solemn promise that we have the benefit of the entire community as our priority," Owain continued. "We must not let our parish fall apart! We owe it to the sacred ancestors and to every loyal Celt who fought to keep this land!"

      "Come on guys," Bryn shouted from the crowd, "get your act together. This is our home. We haven't another!"

      "I've seen this work done in Wales," Huw called out. "It saved many places that were about to disappear!"

      "You're welcome to come and observe the work and to see the land recover like a dead man rising from his grave!" Dewi announced.

      "We're going to bring the landscape back to life," Owain stated with passion. "Everything will benefit. Animals, crops and ourselves. You'll see the evidence with your own eyes by the next Beltane festival."

      "Give these young men a chance to prove their point," Bronwen said. "We've nothing to lose and could have a lot to gain. And I must insist that those old coal pits need to be fenced before that police officer comes back. The less we see of him, the better. I know we don't keep sheep up there now, but the work should be done. We don't want the police breathing down our necks!"

      The meeting continued for an hour, with many people showing their concerns by voicing questions: Would the work cost money? Would it have to be repeated each year? Would benefits in one area cause damage and depletion in others? Owain and his brothers did their best to reassure the assembly that their labours would result in improvements to the entire parish.

      When the meeting was over, Owain was certain he’d got his message across. Huw organised a small team of willing youths to help him fence the old coal pits, while Dewi and Bryn gathered their group of supporters to begin work on the landscape.

      Owain turned to Bronwen. "Thanks for your support. It will definitely make a difference."

      "I'm glad to give it." She gave him a warning smile. "I'll be riding around the parish though, to see what you get up to."

      I'm sure you will, he thought. "The people seem happy to go along with my plans as long as we do the hard work. Perhaps they'll understand when they see the results that I've been as good as my word."

      She pursed her lips thoughtfully. "What will you do if your scheme fails?"

      "It won't," he replied. "Trust me."

      "That's what I find difficult," she said, with a practised smile. "It's like inventing a new religion and asking folk to believe in it."

      "We've done it before many times. This new religion's simply called Progress."
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      It took Ray over two hours to reach his destination, and it was with a sense of relief that he parked the Volvo in the cathedral precinct. He flashed his police ID at an approaching church official, then made his way to the nearby stonemasons' yard, where he asked to speak to the head stonemason.

      While he’d been busy in his workshop one evening the previous week, he’d heard the man speak on the radio. If he was planning the design for an item of furniture, or about some other quiet task, he usually put the radio on to catch up with the news. On this occasion he’d found himself listening to a talk on the restoration of church architecture and whether the expense was justified as congregations declined. One of the contributors was a Frenchman from Marseilles named Jacques Cadenet, who was an expert on stone carving and was in charge of restoration work in an English cathedral. Ray had seized the moment, booked a day's leave and arranged a meeting.

      He was shown into a dusty room at one side of the yard, where Jacques was supervising work on a series of mouldings. The two men shook hands.

      "Thanks for agreeing to meet me, Monsieur Cadenet. I have a very unusual enquiry and didn't know who else I could approach."

      "Please..." Jacques gestured towards a small back office where the two men could talk in private. They were soon on first-name terms.

      "I'll come straight to the point," Ray began. "I need to find out as much as I can about the magical properties of stone."

      Jacques seemed surprised, but also, Ray suspected, a little bit intrigued.

      "This is for police work?" Jacques asked.

      "For police work and also for personal interest," Ray replied with candour. "I'm in the middle of a difficult investigation and I suspect I’m out of my depth, so to speak."

      He hoped he wouldn't need to go into too many details and that he could confine the conversation to a general level. He didn't want to mention archaeologists, or the carved head cult of ancient Elmet if it could be avoided.

      "Magic's not my area of expertise," Jacques spoke in almost perfect English, "but I can tell you a little about the inner mysteries of stone."

      "I'd be very pleased to hear your insights," Ray replied with a hopeful smile.

      "First, you must understand that stone possesses energy. The more scientifically inclined call it an electromagnetic field. But others go further. They say all stone has a soul. But some types of stone have a stronger soul than others."

      "Is this soul the same as the electromagnetic field?" Ray asked.

      Jacques considered for a moment before replying. Ray had the sense that he was choosing his words with great care.

      "I think the soul that's meant here might be different. Something more subtle, that is, perhaps, impossible to measure."

      "If you were carving a gargoyle for a church, would you choose the stone according to the strength of its soul?" Ray wondered aloud.

      "It's true to say that apotropaic carved figures require strong souls. In France, I've heard it said that in the past the witch cults would put thought forms into them, to make them more frightening. You understand what I'm saying?"

      "I'm with you so far. What kind of thought forms would the witches choose?" Ray tried not to sound too eager.

      "I don't know the answer to that, but I would think it was a form agreed on and visualised by the group," Jacques replied. "Perhaps a sacred bird or animal, or a figure from the local pagan mythology. But I'm guessing a little now."

      "But gargoyle carving would be different from witch activity, surely?"

      "Of course. The gargoyle was carved by only one stonemason. The stone's soul

      would be filled with his energy, his intention. If the stonemason's motive was pure, the gargoyle would have some apotropaic power. They were intended to drive off harmful presences. Evil spirits was the phrase used for all kinds of entities, man-made or natural. I think some of the carvings must have worked, or they would no longer have been made, n'est ce pas?"

      "The Church, no doubt, felt surrounded by evil," Ray commented.

      Jacques smiled. "I suppose it did."

      Ray elaborated. "I'm thinking that individual church buildings would have been like islands in a sea of potentially hostile spirits. Some of them coming from the world of practising pagans."

      "I can tell you they still are." Jacques' tone was entirely serious.

      There was a pause in the conversation. Ray imagined his companion was addressing his own personal doubts or scruples before he spoke again.

      "I have heard that the best type of guardian – that is, the most powerful – is the soul that is taken from a human being. For example, the Celts believed the human soul resided in the head, so they would take heads as battle trophies and place them as guardians at pagan temples and other sacred places, such as the well-known sites at Entremont and Roqueperteuse in the south of France. They would take the heads of powerful warriors whose souls would become dangerous guardians."

      "So did the human soul merge with the soul of the surrounding stonework?" Ray asked. He was starting to feel confused.

      "That's the theory," Jacques replied. "If one day it's proved to be true, we would realise our ancestors were just as clever as us, but in very different ways."

      "But isn't it the case that all these guardians can do is terrify intruders?" Ray asked. He wasn't prepared for Jacques' reply.

      "They can do more. In France, I've heard it said that the strongest guardians could commit murder."

      "How so?" Ray asked, intrigued.

      "Forgive me," Jacques smiled. "I should have said that this was murder on the so-called astral plane."

      "Where one soul kills another soul?" Ray hazarded what he hoped was an intelligent guess.

      " Précisément. This kind of human guardian is obviously much more powerful than a thought form."

      "What happens to the physical body of someone whose soul is suffering a psychic attack?" Ray asked.

      "The physical body appears to die of shock, or terror, with no signs of any physical wound, " Jacques replied. "But there will be one. They're not always sought and, therefore, not found."

      Ray recalled the two nighthawks. Their bodies had revealed no wounds other than severe burns. But this was merely death by thought-form terror. Bad enough if you were the victim, he thought. Death on the astral plane through the agency of a human guardian was unimaginable.

      "I've heard that in some cases astral weapons were used," Jacques continued, "such as in the old tales where a hero is mortally wounded in single combat in the otherworld, but comes back to this world to die." Jacques laughed. "That is, indeed, death by magic, n'est ce pas?"

      On his way back to the Volvo Ray's personal mobile rang. To his surprise and annoyance, it was a call from work.

      "I'm on official leave!" he exploded in exasperation. "Can't you get Martin? You can't raise him? Okay then, I'll be there. But it'll take me a couple of hours."

      He tried to call Martin's work and personal mobiles from the car, but there was no response on either. "Damn!" he exclaimed. "Where the hell are you? Gone phantom bashing again, I'll bet!"

      He left a message and drove irritably away.
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        * * *

      

      Martin hadn’t made much progress. The booklets he’d ordered on carved heads had arrived and he’d read them in eager anticipation the previous evening, but they failed to address the issues that concerned him.

      Both booklets mentioned that Celtic head carving went back to the Iron Age, and that ancient heads had been found all over the former territory of Elmet. One of the authors suggested the practice might have continued in the area until relatively recent times and both mentioned the evil-averting purpose of the carved head. But there was nothing on guardians and magic. Martin was disappointed.

      He decided to stir things up. After a morning alone in the office writing reports, he drove out into the hills. He wanted to see if any work had been done on fencing the old coal pits and this had given him an idea. He headed first to the site of the abandoned excavation, parked the Astra, switched off his phone and walked across the wild hillside above the dig.

      His plan was a bold one. He’d realised the carved head on the hillside was unlikely to be active until dusk, as nothing had happened to the archaeologists during the day. This gave him plenty of time to put his scheme into action. If he took the head, drove to the coal pits and threw the head into one, he could observe what happened when the resident ghoul and the guardian confronted each other. He might learn something from this and it would send a message to Pen Crags that there were people beyond the confines of the parish who weren’t prepared to be messed with.

      He searched the hillside for an hour, but couldn’t locate the carved head. He thought he’d found the place where the head had been hidden, but there was no sign of it now. He wondered if it had been moved to another part of the hillside because people in Pen Crags might have anticipated its discovery. But after a thorough investigation he realised that the head had either been buried, or taken away. He was furious. Whatever move he tried to make, the people in Pen Crags were always ahead of him.

      On his way back down the hillside, he noticed that the earth in the excavation site appeared to have been disturbed. He couldn’t imagine the cause, so he returned to the Astra to eat the sandwich and drink the cold tea he’d bought on his way out of town. When he switched on his work mobile he found an urgent message from HQ, and a very angry one from Ray Blackshaw.
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        * * *

      

      Martin and Ray parked in the university's car park at the same time as one another. Martin guessed Ray hadn't seen him, so he gave him five minutes' head start before he set off for the archaeology department. He hoped, by the time he arrived, contact with members of staff would have dissipated his partner's anger. He found a SOCO, Ray, Tony and Annette standing in a storage room, staring gloomily at a rack of empty shelves.

      "This was where the material from the dig was being stored? Right?" Ray asked.

      Tony nodded. "It was. But, as you can see, it's all gone."

      "Whoever took it came up the fire escape and over the flat roof out there." Annette pointed across the room. "Then they climbed in through that window."

      Ray glanced at Martin and frowned, but to the younger man's relief, said nothing to embarrass him.

      "It was an expert job," Tony admitted grudgingly. "No alarms were triggered. There was nothing on the surveillance cameras."

      And there would be no fingerprints, hair or fibre from clothing, Martin thought, recalling Eckersley's bull. Pen Crags was ahead of them again.

      "They obviously sussed the place," Annette said. "They must have been young guys who just looked like students."

      "One of them must have come up here late yesterday and left the window open," Tony said. "Pity the windows on this floor aren't wired. What remains unclear is where we stand legally, if the Pen Crags people took the finds."

      Who else? Ray thought. They were dealing with the trickiest people in the county. "They'll argue tit for tat, most likely. You stole from them first. It could be an expensive case to argue. Have you officially recorded your finds?"

      "We'd been working on them all week," Annette confirmed. "We'd got about half way through them."

      "Well, you might have to excavate again to prove that they stole what you stole in the first place!" Ray said drily. "Is the university likely to consider taking action?"

      "Doubtful when you put it like that," Tony said. "I don't think they'll want to get bogged down in a legal quagmire. It looks as if that dig's well and truly over."

      "And the Pen Crags people have beaten us all," Annette said sadly.

      As they were leaving the storage room Ray turned to Tony.

      "Did you say anything to Charles about what we’d discussed?"

      "I spoke to him last night and he listened quietly until I'd finished. Then he nodded gravely and stuck up his thumb. So I guess he accepts your arguments. I'm really not surprised," Tony admitted. "After all, he knows about the so-called Celtic head cult, so it's not such a big leap to talk about present-day guardians."

      Ray smiled. "He's obviously very open-minded. Or at any rate, he is now."

      Martin and Ray walked back to the car park together.

      "I noticed something had been going on at the excavation site," Martin said, then immediately regretted his words as Ray turned to him with a scowl.

      "So that's where you were! I might have guessed! Here I am on an official day's leave, back at work, when you could have handled this on your own!"

      "Sorry, Ray. I thought I'd have time to pop over to the dig and get back before I was missed."

      "Pop over!" Ray echoed. "It's a sixty-mile round trip!"

      Martin weathered the onslaught and pressed on. "I noticed the earth had been recently disturbed. So that must have been the reinterment of the dead. They must have gone up to the burial ground at first light. By the way, the carved head has been removed from the hillside. The Pen Crags people obviously think there's no further need for it to be there."

      "Why didn't you let me know you wanted to go back to the site of the dig?" Ray asked grumpily. "I'd have liked to go with you."

      "It was a last-minute decision."

      "Well don't make any more – not on my days off!"

      They reached their vehicles and were about to part company.

      "I've made some discoveries," Ray said suddenly.

      "Regarding this case?"

      "Yes. And others with factors in common. We may as well go back to the station and start work – together for a change."

      "On what?" Martin asked in surprise.

      "Cold cases," Ray replied. "They're in the basement."
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        * * *

      

      Owain had taken the carved head away early that morning, while his brothers brought back the remains of their ancestors from the university archaeology department. He had a feeling the police already knew where it was and the young detective, Martin Lumb, might come after dark to attempt to trigger the guardian. He decided to take the head away for a while and return it, if necessary, at a more appropriate time. Alternatively, there were other sites where it could be better employed.

      After burying the head beneath thick vegetation in the little oak wood, he returned to the hillside to help with the reinterment of the sacred ancestors and their personal belongings. He wasn’t yet certain if the disturbance would affect their annual Samhain rites, which were only a few weeks away. He hoped the ancestors would settle back into the otherworld without any lasting damage.

      He left his brothers in charge of the simple reinterment ceremony, with strict instructions they should not omit a single word of it, then strode up the hill and onto the moors.

      He climbed the external flight of stone steps that led to the main first-floor door of the disused mediaeval Bastle House, known as High Rowan Hall, noting the building's massive stone walls and ancient slab roof, a place which had its day back in the time of the Border Reivers. The building was surrounded by a large number of self-seeded rowan trees laden with bright red berries, like the ghosts of a besieging English army. As far as Owain knew it was the most southerly Bastle House in England, a survival of the years his forebears rode with the clans north of the border.

      He unlocked the door and stepped into the main first floor room, where he saw that the work he had requested was half completed. The newly-carved stone heads were larger than lifesize, as they would be serving a particular and unusual purpose. He measured the stone blocks with the span of his large hands. Yes, they would be perfect.

      Locking up the old place, he strode to the top of the nearby moor-edge cliffs. He looked down at the village in the bottom of the valley and the new arrangement of stone pillars that dotted the eastern slopes, the beginning of his geomantic re-ordering of the landscape.

      The experimental work he’d done in Wales had been resisted at first. But when the results supported his claims, the local people were delighted. Their communities had been saved from decline and abandonment. Now he was applying his skills to the precipitous topography of Pen Crags, which was an even greater challenge. But he would do it and surprise the doubters – chief of which was Bronwen Pryce.

      He already had in mind a new role for her, as custodian of the more recent village burial ground to the north-west of Low Rowan Hall. The position had been his mother's, but since her death the place had only been maintained by a few grazing sheep. He could see it from the top of the cliffs, its headstones covered in ivy and bindweed. He would restore it in the spring, bringing those ancestors back into community life. And he would build a shrine to the earth mother, where Bronwen could officiate. The role would transform her and reawaken her smothered femininity.

      His task was just beginning, but he felt his power strong and steady within him. He wanted everywhere he walked, every natural surface he touched, to be filled with the power of the earth that nourished him and helped him withstand the distractions of the modern world.

      He had made a start. The archaeologists had gone. Next he had to get rid of the police – and, to achieve that, a degree more ruthlessness might be required.
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      Ray and Martin ate in the canteen, then went down to the basement to begin searching through the cold case files. After an hour's careful sifting, they each selected a single case, heading back to their office to examine them in detail.

      "What have you got?" Ray asked.

      "I've an account of a walker, one Richard Spencer, who was a regular hiker on the moors, but who walked out one summer's day and never hiked back."

      "I recall that Spencer case," Ray said. "Must be at least twenty years ago."

      "Twenty two to be precise," Martin confirmed. "He was found dead in a moorland clough, without any apparent cause."

      "There were witnesses to that case, if I recall," Ray said thoughtfully.

      "It says in the file that a party of hikers saw this Spencer guy, who was apparently running for his life and screaming. He passed within a hundred metres of the witnesses, but he didn't seem to notice them. And they couldn't see what was pursuing him. All the witnesses were agreed that Spencer stopped at the edge of the clough and seemed about to resist his invisible assailant, but then he plunged backwards into the clough."

      "Oh, yes, this is where it starts to get interesting," Ray said. "Read on. Refresh my memory."

      Martin continued reading from the file. "When the hikers got to Spencer he was dead, with – and I'm quoting now: a look of absolute terror on his face." Martin stopped reading and glanced across the table at Ray. "And this is where the problems begin."

      "Spencer was seen to fall backwards into the clough, but ended up lying on his face, where his expression of terror was fixed, as if it had been carved. Am I correct?"

      "Completely," Martin confirmed, studying the file.

      Ray frowned, screwing up his eyes with the effort of recall. "This suggested to the coroner that Spencer was dead before he hit the ground. Have I got it right?"

      "You've a good memory, Ray." Martin was impressed. He was enjoying himself and smiled encouragingly across the table at his colleague.

      "You don't entirely forget cases like that," Ray commented drily. "This one baffled me at the time. But perhaps we can make a bit more progress now. I was recently told of a case from long ago concerning Robert Moorhouse, the antiquarian, who was supposed to have been chased by a demon and died of terror. Guess where?"

      "Pen Crags parish," Martin replied without hesitation.

      "Right. I wish we had more details on that one, so we could make comparisons. But all we have is local tales. However, the fact that I was reminded of it suggests there may be similarities."

      "It all gets very complicated here in the file," Martin said. "I'll do my best to pick out the main points. The first is that the witness statements all agree: no visible assailant, a moment of potential retaliation that didn't occur, then the fall. But more than that, it's the coroner's comments that get to me."

      "Yes, yes," Ray leaned forward excitedly. "He found no trace of a gunshot wound. No evidence of poisoning. And only minor injuries from the fall into the clough. The cause of death he said might have been a blow to the back of the head, which was delivered with enough force to render the victim unconscious."

      "That's right," Martin confirmed, "which meant that Spencer couldn’t have received this blow before his screaming run across the moor. He had to have got it at the clough, either in the moment before he fell or the moments immediately after. But what foxed the coroner more than anything was that, according to the witnesses, Spencer fell backwards, so the fatal blow must have been delivered, quote, by a large airborne missile. But there was no blood or tissue found on any rocks, large or small, in the clough."

      "The witnesses were brought in again and questioned in separate rooms," Ray recalled, "as the bosses thought one of them must have been the killer, although they weren't locals and it couldn't be proven that any of them had previous contact with Spencer. I wasn't involved with the questioning because I was on another case, but I knew the bosses, as usual, were desperate to get a conviction."

      Martin studied the file. "It says the witness testimonies were unshakeable. Spencer had no known enemies. There was nobody else on the moor who might have been throwing rocks. The killer still remains unknown." He closed the file. "And the case ended up dumped in the basement."

      "Let's get coffees," Ray suggested. "Then we'll see if we can come up with some

      theories."

      They drank their coffee and batted a few ideas around. Eventually Ray did his best to sum up. "If we take the coroner's examination as the bedrock of physical truth, then the only way Richard Spencer could have died was from a blow delivered to the back of his head by an invisible agency, either just before or during his fall into the clough."

      "But we've agreed that all a thought-form-type guardian can do is terrify. And none of the witnesses mentions seeing a guardian of any shape, form or description," Martin objected.

      "It seems unlikely we're talking about thought forms here," Ray said.

      "Then what are we talking about?" Martin asked impatiently.

      "Souls of the dead which are taken as guardians and can commit murder on the astral plane," Ray replied calmly. "The blow that killed Spencer might have been delivered with an invisible astral weapon and may not have looked like an obvious fatal blow in the physical world." He studied Martin's expression of confusion and doubt. "Look, you've jumped straight from a life of conventional police work into a world of mysteries. Don't be surprised if you feel a bit out of your depth. I'm confused by all this, too."

      "I'm used to uncertainty, it's the nature of police work, after all," Martin commented. "But this stuff's different...it's something that seems to belong in another reality altogether, a separate reality that's still somehow hinged to this one."

      "That's well put," Ray replied. "Your powers of logic have led you to the point where logic has to be shelved. Nothing can prepare you for a situation like Spencer's, except similar types of experience. Then you realise, as I do now, that solutions – if there are any – might have to be provisional. You might just have to learn to live with that."

      Ray told his colleague a little of his conversation with Jacques Cadenet and the Frenchman's assertion that a soul, taken as a guardian and embedded in a carved head or architectural feature, could commit murder through the use of invisible magical weapons.

      "You mean like elf darts?" Martin suggested. "The folklore I've been reading is full of tales of cows and such getting sick because they've been attacked by invisible forces. And the local shaman is sent for to sort it out. He's supposed to have been able to see into the non-physical body of the animal and withdraw the darts or whatever."

      "I think you're on the right track with that," Ray remarked. "Invisible elf darts. This might be similar to some kinds of so-called spiritual healing. The healer sees or divines the sickness and removes it through prayer, laying on of hands, chanting counter magic, or calling on the ancient gods of healing."

      "You know some stuff, Ray," Martin said, impressed by his colleague's comments.

      "I know nothing," Ray replied emphatically. "Don't mistake conjecture for real knowledge. True knowledge comes from dedicating your life to these occult matters."

      Martin felt chastened, but as usual, recovered himself quickly. "Do we know where this Spencer case took place?" he asked. "All I've got here is a six-figure map reference, which isn't particularly accurate. An eight or ten-figure reference would put us right there."

      "I went up on those moors to look around with another colleague," Ray said. "Of course, we weren't thinking about guardians back then! We figured out where Spencer was running from. There's a moortop sheep shelter up there and it had a carved stone head in one of the walls. We didn't think much about it, if I recall. We weren't attacked by anything more sinister than a few bees. And the clough was just a rocky cleft which you get all over the moors. A very ordinary environment, in other words, for an extraordinary event to take place in."

      "And in broad daylight," Martin commented.

      "Yes," Ray agreed, "in broad daylight. So this guardian may not have been as well controlled as the thought form at the archaeological dig."

      "Was the Spencer case in Pen Crags parish?" Martin asked, trying to conceal his sudden eagerness.

      "It was quite a distance outside it," Ray recalled. "Which means there are other communities in our area that have – or had – this occult knowledge. But I couldn't say if they learned it from the Celts. There might be – or have been – a separate tradition."

      "Why put such a powerful guardian in a sheep shelter?" Martin wondered. "And how could Spencer have triggered the thing?"

      Ray shrugged. "We'll never know. Perhaps it was just an experiment which got out of hand. You'll have to go up there and take a look around. Like I said; a good police officer has to be open to everything. You might get an intuitive insight." He laughed. "Seems to me intuition is the best working tool we have in such cases, in the absence of occult training."

      "I might just go up there one day," Martin replied, careful to play down his growing fascination. "Anyway, is your cold case just as baffling?"

      "This is from way back." Ray peered at the papers in the file. "From 1949, in fact. A

      dry-stone waller was working up on the moortop near a barn. It's not clear from the notes if he was working on the barn, or the other nearby walls. Anyway, when he didn't return home after work, a search party went to look for him. They found him half a mile away from the barn, face down in the peat. But the length of his strides in the soft earth was clear evidence that he'd been running. There were no signs of physical injury on the body. No evidence of pursuit by animal or human. No theories were offered by the coroner or police. No mention of death by terror! The case was filed away, pending the recovery of further evidence. Someone took the trouble to include an Ordnance Survey map which shows the exact location."

      He passed the map to Martin, who studied it closely.

      "I know this place," Martin said. "This one is in Pen Crags parish. There's a carved stone head in the moortop barn, which has an active guardian. But I think it's a thought form, not a human soul."

      "There's quite a bit more stuff here." Ray sifted through the papers. "Locals from nearby villages are quoted and most of them seem to be agreed that the waller died by an act of magic. A few suggested the man might have fallen foul of a local witch and had a curse laid on him. Others thought a passing gypsy might have fixed him with the evil eye." He glanced across the table at Martin. "That residue of folk knowledge is in itself quite remarkable. But no-one mentioned carved stone heads, perhaps because – and I'm guessing now – they were afraid to, or they were in on the whole carved head business."

      "Was there a post mortem?" Martin asked.

      "A brief one," Ray confirmed. "Suspected heart failure. Not exactly rigorous."

      "So this one is also a mystery. A tough fellow like a waller running, we assume, for his life. But then, if he was superstitious, he might have believed the guardian, if it came at him, was some kind of demon. I've seen the present guardian myself and it looks more like a cartoon figure than an object of dread, though it did spook me a bit," Martin admitted.

      "So you think this was death by thought form?" Ray asked.

      Martin was surprised to be asked for his opinion. Ray was obviously taking his views seriously. "For want of more info, I think we have to reserve judgement," Martin replied. "The guardian in that barn is obviously a relatively recent one. But its sustaining

      energy might be low. It kept vanishing and reappearing, which suggests it might simply have been allowed to fade away. It was one I was going to target with my Kebbie, to see if the thing had any fight in it."

      "If you go up there alone, be careful," Ray warned. "The Pen Crags community hasn't survived all these centuries just by good luck or because they're kindly neighbours. Remember Robert Moorhouse."

      "A man chased by a demon, which could have been a thought form or a killer soul. There's no proof which."

      "Exactly." Ray studied his young colleague. "The fact people in Pen Crags could – and maybe still can – create both should be enough warning to anyone, even an obsessive cop."
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        * * *

      

      Since the theft of Will Eckersley's bull, George Metcalfe had decided the only way to keep Stone Clough safe was to engage in regular night patrols. The problem was, in mid-October, darkness was longer than the hours of daylight. He asked for offers of help at an emergency meeting of the parish council, but only got two volunteers. Unlike Pen Crags, most of Stone Clough's residents worked in the nearby towns and didn't relish the prospect of turning out of doors again after their evening meal. That left himself, Will Eckersley and Stan Richardson, the sheep farmer, to patrol the place by themselves.

      It quickly proved too much. The most they could do was a midnight patrol until one a.m. and an early morning perambulation from five until six, when Eckersley needed to milk his cows. They kept it up for only a few days before George himself dropped out with a recurrence of sciatica. On his way to the physiotherapist, George cursed the people in Pen Crags, who always seemed to be able to call up superior resources of manpower.

      But he was going to hit back. Stan Richardson's two teenage sons had reported intense activities in Pen Crags, as preparations were made for the annual festival they called the Gates of Winter. The festival had a Celtic name which George couldn't pronounce, but this knowledge led to an idea. He would give the young guys in Stone Clough a shout as soon as he felt a bit better. This year, their retaliation would be spectacular.

      He’d heard a rumour that a secret weapon had been developed in Pen Crags, one which was impossible for men of flesh and blood to withstand. Although he dismissed the rumour as misinformation put about by elements in Pen Crags, it still unsettled him, like the time he shot at the crow which was trying to perch on his granddaughter's pram and the bullet had simply fallen to earth a metre short of its target. He could hear it now in his memory, rattling on the concrete yard as he ducked to avoid the swooping bird – and he felt the same fear now which had swept through him then.

      There was something unhealthy in Pen Crags. Folks said they were using magic to enhance their agricultural output, but he didn't believe it. Magic was another lie coming out of that nest of vipers. Cunning was what they used. Cunning and trickery. Smoke and mirrors. He clung as hard as he could to that idea.
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        * * *

      

      The next Saturday, Martin was out on the moors early. He took a rucksack and his Kebbie and felt greatly reassured by the weight of the stick in his hand. He left the unmarked Astra in a lay-by, put on his dark glasses and struck out across the open moor in the direction of the Pen Crags barn. When he arrived, he went straight to the gable end and stared up at where the carved stone head had resided – except the head was no longer there. In its place was a blank, squared-off block of local stone. Had the guardian run out of sustaining energy? He went to the double doors, which were fastened now with a simple catch and not padlocked. The trestle table was still there, but the sawn blocks of stone were gone. He studied the soft earth and noted fresh wheelmarks where a vehicle, most likely a Land Rover to judge from the pattern of tread, had turned around and left with a very heavy load.

      His day was in danger of petering out before it had started. He studied the gable to see if the stone head had been moved to another location. It hadn’t. He circled the barn, but could find no sign of it. Had the head and its grotesque guardian been put there to deter folk who may have been curious about the contents of a locked moortop barn? He could think of no other reason.

      He crossed the dark and desolate tract of adjacent moor, not pausing until he arrived at the old coal pits. To his surprise, the area containing the pits had been fenced off with stout wooden posts and heavy-duty wire netting. A hand-painted sign erected on each outward-facing quadrant read ‘DANGER. KEEP OUT’.

      Obviously no one in Pen Crags fancied the prospect of being sued. Round one to him. There would be no more sheep falling to their deaths, but what of the ghouls? Had they survived? He vaulted the fence, removed his dark glasses and peered down into the nearest pit. No ghoul. And none in the other pits either. They must have moved on to cadavers new.

      Taking his large-scale map from his pocket, he noticed another building situated a few hundred metres from the point where the moortop gave way to the rocky valley slopes above Pen Crags village. The place was called High Rowan Hall and, he surmised, must be a farm. He put on his dark glasses and decided to walk to it over the moor.

      It was very warm for the second week of October and after half an hour's brisk walking Martin was sweating heavily. He decided to rest and sat in the lee of a sunny bank to eat the nuts and dried fruit he’d brought in his rucksack and drink from a bottle of spring water.

      While he rested he began to hear sounds all around him, in the grass and the reeds and the heather: faint rushing sounds with hints of movement. He started to notice shadows flitting around him and stood up, trying to catch a glimpse of their source. Were they ghosts? Echoes and refracted light effects from activity in the nearby valley? He picked up the occasional wavy line or zigzag, like the presence of non-physical entities on Steve's cameras. Was he going mad, or developing the ability to see spirits? Did they know he was there?

      He got to his feet and chased the flitting energies, which darted about like will-o'-the-wisps across the moor. He found, if he closed his left eye, he was unable to see them, shut out as if he had gone partially blind. He could have played the game all day, the energies darting ahead of him and jinking away like boisterous dogs. After a while, the sky clouded over and they became more difficult to spot. He hoisted his rucksack onto his shoulders, grasped his Kebbie and set off towards High Rowan Hall.

      He approached cautiously, but could see no sign of activity. The place was ancient, perhaps fifteenth century, built of roughly-dressed stone blocks and with a solid stone roof. The entrance was on the first floor, via a flight of stone steps that ran up the side of the house. Most likely it was for defence, he reasoned. These people must have been out on the rob back then too.

      Though unoccupied, the place seemed in a good state of repair. To keep such a property well maintained suggested a use of some kind. But what could it be in so remote a spot? The place could be a sheep shelter, as there was a metre-high ground-floor entrance in the eastern wall that may have been a relatively recent creation. It was closed off with a sheet of corrugated iron and a barrier of barbed wire. He didn't fancy trying to get into the place that way!

      He climbed the steps to a very old door, which seemed to have been taken from a farm building. It was massive and rough and very wide and any paint that had once covered its surface had long since been worn off by weather. It seemed a fitting door for such a wild, windswept place and was secured by a thick chain and padlock. This lock was difficult to pick, but once inside, he immediately realised the need for such security.

      Four sturdy pine tables occupied the centre of the large interior space. The place was equipped with electric power, the cables leading through the wide oak floorboards to the room below, where there might once have been livestock, but which now obviously housed a generator. An overhead, shadow-free lighting system had been installed, which was located centrally, hung from a wooden framework above the pine tables. Peat had been stacked by the hearth of an enormous fireplace which occupied the centre of the north wall. Someone had gone to great lengths, Martin thought, to create this secret workshop.

      But it was the objects on the four tables which held his attention. On each table a pair of carved stone heads stood back to back, the heads facing outwards like Janus figures. When he moved one of the heads, he discovered that the reverse side had been hollowed out, so that when the two heads were put together a sizeable empty space existed in the centre.

      He stared at the hollowed-out blocks, his imagination racing. What would fit into the cavity? The blocks were large, the space big enough for...what?

      Then he realized. When the Janus figure was put together, the space at the back of the combined blocks was big enough to accommodate a human head. With a shock, he realised the most likely victims would be people from Stone Clough. In the eyes of Pen Crags fanatics it would be a fitting punishment for the desecration of their ancient burial ground.

      He suddenly realized he’d been there too long. If anybody came and found the door unlocked there was nowhere for him to hide. No one knew he was there, not even Ray. What explanation could he give if he was surprised? He had no search warrant. He wasn’t investigating a crime. The fact that he was certain a crime was soon to be committed was no defence. Besides, no one would believe him.

      Closing the padlock he descended the steps and stood back to study the ancient building. It was then he noticed, above the main doorway, a carved head forming a tympanum in a roughly-cut pediment. He hadn’t been able to see this feature from close up.

      The head appeared old but, judging by the surrounding masonry, not weathered enough to have been there since the 1450 date he had ascribed to the Bastle House. The fact that the place was probably built as a robbers' retreat suggested that a carved head might always have occupied the pediment. And, he surmised, the building's secret usage may not have changed that much over the centuries.

      Did this head contain a guardian? Surely it must, in such a significant location.

      Would it be a thought form or a human soul? Was it only active from dusk onwards, like most of those he had found? He had other urgent business and wasn't in the mood to find out. Gripping his Kebbie tightly he turned his back on it and hurried away across the moor.
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        * * *

      

      A kilometre to the north, Owain, his brothers, and a group of a dozen young men and women were erecting three stone pillars in addition to the ones already set on the moor edge above Pen Crags village. A tractor stood a little way off, with three more pillars in a trailer. Bronwen approached on horseback, field glasses around her neck, and watched them erecting the third pillar. Glances were cast in her direction, but no one spoke.

      "Who are all these people?" she asked Owain waspishly. "I don't recognise anyone."

      Owain took hold of her horse's bridle and smiled up at her. "These are our friends from across the Celtic world. There's Ewan and his mates from western Scotland, Seamus and his buddies from County Cork, and Gwen and her clan of beauties from the Pembroke Coast. They're learning about geomancy and, I hope, helping to enhance our future gene pool. These are the first visitors from a series of exchanges we've been planning. All our old communities will be brought back to life!"

      "Is there anything else you haven't told me ?" Bronwen asked sarcastically.

      Owain continued smiling. "I don't think there is. If anything comes to mind I'll do my best to remember to let you know."

      She studied the stone pillars. "Can you explain how this system is supposed to work?" Her question was asked with a hint of dismissive incredulity.

      Owain took a handful of herbs from his pocket and offered them to Bronwen's horse. The animal ate them eagerly and sniffed at Owain's empty hand. "It's all about making the best use of the earth energy up here," he replied. "We're focusing it, cleaning it up and channelling it. There's a massive amount going stagnant in this untended wilderness. If we can draw off just a tiny bit, it will enhance the life force in the valley. It's more straightforward than placating the unpredictable spirits of the hills!" He smiled at her sceptical expression. "Though we can always do that as well."

      "How do you know where the earth energy is?" Bronwen asked, sounding genuinely puzzled.

      "It's everywhere up here, but lacking stimulus," Dewi explained. "The stones will attract and purify it. Then we can direct it down the hillsides and stimulate the land we need for grazing."

      "You'll see the benefit next spring," Bryn said. "The grass will be sweeter. It will be filled with the rejuvenated power of the land."

      "Will we have more lambs and fatter sheep?" Bronwen asked archly.

      "That's the idea," Owain replied with a smile. "Bouncier lambs and rounder sheep!"

      Everyone laughed, including the visitors.

      "I was going to ride across to High Rowan, then down the hillside track, but I see you've got people working there as the door was open." She smiled with feigned deference. "I don't want to intrude."

      "We've no one working there at the moment," Owain said with a suspicious frown.

      "See for yourself, then." She handed him the field glasses.

      Owain sprang on to the trailer and stared through the glasses. "I see no one. The place is closed up, as it should be."

      He didn’t mention to Bronwen that he’d spotted Martin striding through the heather and wild grasses away from the old Bastle House.

      Bronwen had no more questions, so she decided to leave. She urged her horse forward but, to her surpirse, the animal refused to budge.

      "What can be wrong with him?" Owain exclaimed. "Is he stuck in the peat bog?"

      Everyone laughed and Bronwen seemed embarrassed. The horse nuzzled Owain's pocket.

      "Ah, it must be this!" Owain took more herbs from his pocket and handed them to Bronwen. "Give him some. He'll be your friend for ever more."

      To avoid losing her dignity entirely, Bronwen found herself compelled to join in the general merriment. She gave her horse the herbs and the animal lurched into a brisk trot, almost dislodging his rider from the saddle.

      Owain heard the laughter behind him as he watched Bronwen ride away, but he was no longer smiling. He was thinking of Martin Lumb and planning ways to ensnare him.
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      Martin suspected he’d triggered the events by some bizarre twist of magical correspondence. The first headless body was found in a canal lock, a mere ten minutes' walk from the police headquarters building. On Monday morning he was called out with Ray at seven a.m., shortly after a dog walker made the grim discovery.

      The detectives watched as the body was lifted from the water and deposited on the towpath. Inspection revealed the victim was dressed in a business suit and had a Masonic signet ring on the third finger of his right hand.

      "Shouldn't be hard to identify," Ray commented. "Can't be too many Freemasons in this town."

      "He might be from further afield," Martin objected.

      "Possibly. But let's start local and work outwards."

      Martin hadn’t had time to mention his recent discoveries at High Rowan Hall, but the present situation was inappropriate, when there were police divers and a couple of SOC officers close by. He would have to wait until later, when he and Ray were back in the privacy of their office.

      He kept telling himself it was coincidence. What possible relationship could there be between the Janus heads in High Rowan Hall and this? But the more he looked at the headless corpse on the towpath, the more certain he became that a connection existed between the body and the lawless elements in Pen Crags – and he wasn’t going to waste any time in finding it.

      By eight-thirty, the dead man's identity had been established. He was Roland Hopwood, aged thirty-nine, a leading light in the town's business community and the CEO of a large and thriving engineering works. He was also a director of several other companies and a member of the local Conservative party. He had been at a Masonic dinner the previous evening and his wife had raised the alarm when he failed to return.

      "We're going to have a long list of people to interview," Ray observed, as they headed along the corridor to their office. "He was a man who could have made a good few enemies."

      When they were seated in the office with the door closed, Martin's moment had come. But he found he was struggling to put his discoveries and thoughts into words. Ray might be interested in the Janus figures, but not in the potential connection with Roland Hopwood. He didn’t want to be criticised and called a crazy fool. He would keep his thoughts to himself until he had more evidence. And then...then he would astonish the bosses with his revelations – and, in so doing, would prove himself a worthy successor to Ray on his colleague's eventual retirement. Or, better still, be recommended for secret intelligence work. He was cut out for it. He was doing that already, wasn't he?

      He shelved the issue of promotion and focused on Roland Hopwood. Cause of death was decapitation from a single blow, delivered from above. The forensic pathologist surmised that the most likely scenario was that the victim was disabled with a stun gun, then placed on a solid surface, for example a bench or a table for the single blow to be struck. "It was clinical. An execution with a heavy steel blade. And the executioner was accomplished. You need practice to do it in one swing."

      The murder presented the force with a host of problems. It wasn’t robbery, because the victim still had his wallet, containing cash and credit cards. If it was an assassination, why not simply shoot the victim and leave the body lying where it fell? Why go to all the trouble of stun guns and canals? And why decapitation? Martin had the answer, but he wasn't going to share it with anyone else. He had made the connections, so he was damn well going to take all the credit!

      Someone at the crime scene had wondered if it was a Masonic ritual killing? This suggestion had quickly been dismissed, as the death didn’t accord with prescribed Masonic punishments, however bizarre the details of these might be. There was no available surveillance material – it was as if the victim had been teleported from his last known sighting outside the Masonic hall to the canal. No witnesses. No images. Nothing.

      Though Martin was certain of the identity of the perpetrators, he said not a word. He just let the theories and guesswork swirl around him, sucking the force's best minds into a self-inflicted maelstrom.

      "Well, what do you think?" Ray challenged him as the day wore on and no progress had been made.

      "I'm as baffled as everyone else," Martin said, with a despairing shrug. "All the man's supposed enemies haven’t materialised. We've talked to a dozen colleagues and friends and no one speaks ill of him. In fact, they all owe him their livelihoods, lucky breaks, health care – you name it. The guy was an honest pillar of the town's establishment."

      "Pillars get to be where they are because they're supported on many shoulders," Ray observed tartly. "Not all those shoulders are necessarily willing ones."

      "So his success might have been resented," Martin replied. "But by whom? If the bosses of rival firms hated the man why would they kill him in such an odd manner? Maybe it was a madman."

      "But there must have been more than one person involved," Ray objected. "How could one man get Hopwood to the canal? He would have needed to stun him, then carry him somewhere to finish him off. Where did he take him? There was no evidence of blood on the towpath."

      The case trundled on for two days, until Martin, stepping from the shower late in the evening and anxious to get some sleep, took a call from Ray on his work mobile.

      "Get dressed again, Martin. Meet me at the White Swan Hotel."

      "It's closed," Martin objected.

      "We're not having a secret orgy. Just meet me there."

      The body had been found by squatters, who’d walked through the already forced rear entrance of the derelict hotel with a view to moving in. The headless corpse was sitting at the front reception desk with its arms taped to the counter. It had been there for at least twenty-four hours, but the victim, forty-year-old Morris Perch, hadn’t been reported missing, as no-one seemed to know where the man was at any given moment, least of all his wife. The owner of thirty buy-to-let properties in the town, Perch was a secretive and paranoid character who distrusted everyone except his accountant – and only confided his financial affairs to him because he had a psychotic hatred of the taxman.

      It proved to be the same story. No witnesses. No surveillance. As if the man had parked his car, bought a Chinese takeaway – and vanished like a ghost. The autopsy revealed he hadn't even had time to eat his takeaway. But the execution technique was identical to that of Roland Hopwood: decapitation by a single blow delivered from above.

      "It makes no sense," Ray stated bluntly. "You couldn't find two more opposite characters if you tried. One apparently a giver and the other an undisputed taker. What did they have in common, apart from money? And that can't have been the motive, because neither man was robbed."

      Martin pulled a hopeless face. "Hopwood's staff seemed to think he was a good boss. He hadn't fired anyone lately or done any underhand deals. At least, none we can find. Perch doesn't seem to be hated any more than your average landlord. He's not thrown anyone onto the street. None of the tenants we've spoken to seem anywhere near as mental as Perch was himself."

      "But again, why take the trouble to force the hotel door and carry the body right through the ground floor to sit it at reception? What kind of statement is being made here? And where was Perch killed? It wasn't in the hotel, so..." Ray's voice trailed away. The

      grotesqueness of the murder left him speechless. "It's as if someone's taking the piss out of us, isn't it?"

      That could be true, Martin thought. But I'm going to catch them, not you or anyone else in this force.

      Ray stared out of the office window for a long time in silence, while Martin busied himself filing interview statements. He didn't bother to re-read them to check for inconsistencies, it was a waste of effort. In the back of his mind he was planning the moves he would make on his next day off – and they had nothing at all to do with making accepted sense of these killings.

      Ray suddenly turned from the window. "We're missing something obvious. And I don't mean the victims' heads! Let's list what these two guys had in common. You go first."

      Martin scowled. This was irksome and irrelevant. He sighed. "Both self-made men. Lived in big detached houses in villages just outside town. Almost the same age. Wives led entirely separate lives. Neither of them were having affairs, as far as we know. Hopwood had two sons, both destined for the firm, Perch a son and a daughter with small property portfolios of their own. Everyone doing okay, if money's your god."

      Ray held up his hand. "Stop right there. Money. That's the common ground. An obsession with making a bigger and bigger stack. Some idealist nutcase out there has it in for men like that."

      "But neither of these guys was robbed," Martin objected. "Perch had five hundred quid in cash in his pocket. And where's the idealist's message? Don't they always have one?"

      "We've missed it," Ray snapped, "but it'll be out there. On Facebook or Twitter. That's your territory."

      "I've looked," Martin countered. "There's nothing. No one outside their circles gives

      a stuff for these guys."

      "So if it's not an idealist who is it?"

      Martin sighed again. "I didn't say it wasn't. It might be. But an idealist who values action, not words."

      "So he's going to work his way through all the self-made guys in the town then, is he?"

      They laughed just as the DCI stuck his head around the door. "It's not party time yet. Get down to the bandstand. It's number three."

      The bandstand in the municipal park was surrounded with lights and figures in white coveralls. A headless man in a dark suit sat on the top step of the entrance, with his back against a wooden roof support. Documents in the victim's wallet established that he was William Crossley, a self-employed investment consultant aged forty-five. The man's diary revealed he’d been visiting a client, who confirmed Crossley had left his house at nine p.m. The client, a disabled man of sixty, was quickly ruled out as a suspect.

      "The victim's car's parked in the street outside the client's house," a uniformed constable informed the detectives. "We're taking it in for examination."

      "How far is the client's house from the park?" Ray asked the constable.

      "No more than ten minutes' walk."

      "What are you thinking?" Martin asked.

      Ray took a deep breath. "I'm thinking that the victims were all killed in the back of a vehicle, a large van such as a Luton, or maybe something bigger. They were followed, stunned, chucked in the back of the van, executed and dumped by guys in lightweight protective gear. Probably three or four of them: driver, executioner and a couple of heavies to do the stunning and carrying. This poor fellow's only been dead an hour or two. The park's not locked at night. The bandstand's only a hundred metres from the entrance. The execution has to be done from a vehicle parked in a quiet side street by guys who know the area. Oh yes, the vehicle may be soundproofed as a precaution. We should check the cameras on all routes into this part of town."

      Martin was disappointed. If Ray's clever theory was right, the Pen Crags connection would be blown to smithereens. The only large vehicle he’d seen in Pen Crags village was a cattle truck pulled into a stackyard – and that would be too conspicuous to be driven around at night in the town. Any number of people would have seen it and some would definitely remember it.

      As they drove back to the station at two a.m., Martin's spirits gradually began to lift. For all Ray's intelligence and his long years of experience, a nutcase with a large van and like-minded assistants seemed unlikely. The idea fitted the known facts, but it seemed more like something from a horror film than anything which could happen in real life. But what was real? Reality for him had become stranger than anything he’d ever read or seen. Perhaps murderous madmen with big vans and equally crazed helpers would soon be the new normal...

      All available staff worked through the night on the surveillance footage. After breakfast in the canteen, Ray and Martin drew up a list of fifteen potential vehicles. Five of them came from the same van hire firm, which narrowed the search a little. All the rest were owned locally. They started with the hired vans and two teams of SOCOs working around the clock, but by the evening of the following day they had found nothing. No incriminating blood, hairs or fibres. One of the vans did contain traces of blood, but these were found to be from sheep and the driver was arrested on suspicion of involvement with a known gang of sheep rustlers.

      As the van idea stalled, Martin became more cheerful, a change that Ray quickly noticed. He didn't say anything, but his suspicions started to grow. Whatever his colleague was up to in his spare time he wasn't sharing any of it. What information might he be concealing? Ray decided to probe a little, to see what might come up.

      "Been phantom bashing lately?" he asked, as they waited to begin their second interview with Morris Perch's accountant.

      "When I'm not here I'm asleep," was Martin's ready reply. "I'm pretty knackered with wracking my brain about these murders."

      That wasn’t exactly true, as Ray was aware. Martin had made no more than a minimal contribution to the murder investigations so far and the few suggestions he’d made were prompted by pressure from Ray or from their bosses.

      "Not found any more carved heads?"

      "I haven’t. When I went up to check that those pits had been fenced, I did spot that the head on the moortop barn had gone. But I've no idea where it went."

      This was as much as Ray could get from Martin, but he was sure his colleague was hiding something. He had developed an unerring nose for deception and hidden agendas. Short of tailing his partner, however, he could see no way to find out.

      "It's no wonder cops have a high rate of divorce," Martin announced suddenly. "How can they hold a relationship together when they're hardly ever at home?"

      "Depends who you're married to," Ray replied. "And if they're sympathetic. If they're not, I guess it's doomed, sooner or later. I'm lucky with Denise. She's always had a pretty full life without me, running her valeting service and so on. Now she's taken up watercolour painting. When I'm in the house I often feel like a lodger." He noticed Martin's unhappy expression. "Having problems with Abby?"

      Martin didn't want to overwork his point. He didn't want Denise to phone Abby and worsen a conflict which wasn't really all that serious – yet. He shrugged. "She gets a bit fed up in the evenings. But we always work through it. I was just making a general comment. I'm not harbouring a grudge against the force for putting my marriage in peril!"

      It seemed to do the trick. Ray fetched coffees for them both and by the time they’d drunk them, Morris Perch's accountant had arrived.

      But the man could add nothing further to his earlier statement. His client had been a good landlord, as far as the breed went, preferring to have long-term tenants by keeping up with repairs and energy savings, rather than losing them and their rent while he looked for suitable replacements. The accountant was candid – his client wasn't much liked by his tenants, but he wasn't hated. A number of his long-term tenants spoke eloquently of the fact that he’d treated them fairly and with respect. His tense and awkward manner wasn't enough to justify murder. When asked about his client's leisure activities, the accountant simply said he didn’t have any, other than reading detective fiction and watching pornographic films, 'but nothing too extreme' .

      It was another blank. Martin was secretly delighted. Ray drank more coffee and stared gloomily out of the window.

      "We'll catch 'em, you know," Ray said suddenly. "Villains like these can't go undetected for long. I'm not just saying this in hope, but in certainty. So far, they've just been lucky – and, in the very nature of things, good luck soon runs out."

      Martin didn't believe him. He didn't think the police would catch them – and it wasn't belief based on blind hope, but on absolute certainty. Three killings and not a shred of evidence. Without doubt these guys were taking the piss.

      The fourth headless victim added even more confusion. He was a sixty-year-old antique shop owner named Barry Foster, who was found on an area of wasteground two hundred metres from the rear of his shop. He wasn’t particularly wealthy, though he did run an aging Mercedes saloon. He only wore a suit when visiting the salerooms. He wasn't ruthless, upwardly mobile or secretive. What spare money he had was spent on extended winter breaks in an Andalusian villa he co-owned with his wife, a sufferer from bipolar disorder. He was, Ray felt, a sad, slightly grotesque figure: overweight, pigeon toed and asthmatic. Martin was insufficiently interested to put his feelings on record.

      But Barry Foster was dead. No witnesses. No Luton vans. Decapitated with a single blow like the rest.

      "We can say with certainty that the killer isn't a burglar. The antique shop wasn't touched," Ray said, sounding increasingly weary.

      Martin thought he needed to say something. "He was self-employed. He has that in common with the others."

      Ray shook his head. "It's not enough. What we've done so far has been based on social status, but Foster doesn't fit. Okay, there's his Spanish villa, but it's not much of a place judging by the photos."

      He threw a photograph wallet on to the office table. Martin, he noticed, hardly glanced at the contents.

      "His wife will probably have to sell at a loss, if she's lucky." Ray leaned back in his chair. "A sad pair. What's your take, Martin?"

      Martin shrugged. "I'm still working on one."

      "Not as much fun as phantom bashing, this crime detection lark, is it?" Ray stared hard across the table at his companion. He was irked at not being able to see Martin's eyes, hidden as they always were behind those damn dark glasses. He could almost read a man's thoughts if he looked long enough into his eyes. "How a life can change, eh?"

      "I don't know why you should say that, Ray," Martin replied coldly. "This case has all my attention. I've no time to think about guardians and the like."

      "So what does your attention tell you?"

      Martin had his reply ready. It was based on one word Ray had scribbled on an office notepad: grudge?

      "It tells me there's some guy out there who was sacked or cheated or humiliated by

      those four stiffs. Someone who feels he's been wronged by them. And wronged big time. Wronged enough that murder's the only way to even the score. Each of those murder victims had it coming, because of wounds from way back that still ache. Now at last it's time for revenge. Cold. Final. Absolute. Then release. No more killings. The murderer just frames his sword and goes out to dig his potato patch."

      "You think that's it?" Ray sounded surprised. "Four strikes and finish?"

      "Four and finish," Martin replied. "Put it down to my detective's instinct," he added with a sardonic smile. Plus the four Janus figures at High Rowan Hall, of course.

      Ray was amazed by the turn of the conversation. Martin's idea of a historic grudge chimed with his own line of thinking. But he was puzzled by his colleague's confident assertion that there would be no more killings. That seemed strange. It had to be based on private insights Martin was unwilling to share. This was troubling and undermined Ray’s trust in the younger man.

      "Your contacts in the town's nightclubs know something?" Ray hazarded.

      Martin nodded. "Maybe. I'd have thought your own contacts would have solved the case for you by now. You've got a guy in every bar in the town."

      Ray, poker-faced, shrugged. "They're working on it. We'll get there."

      Their defensive exchange was ended when Ray suddenly stood up, grabbed his jacket and left without a word. Martin gave him time to get clear of the basement car park then he left too, buying a pizza on the way home to please Abby. Then they watched football for the rest of the evening until he fell asleep on the sofa.

      They were both called in again in the early hours of the following morning, and sat through fifteen minutes of continuous surveillance footage which recorded a bizarre event in the town centre, where a group of a dozen drunken youths were being harangued by a big blond man, wielding a Samurai Sword.

      Eyewitnesses later stated that the man was bawling at the youths, telling them they were all ‘bloody fools’ and were ‘too stupid to see they were being exploited’ and would ‘all die of ignorance’. The youths had responed by jeering and taunting the man.

      After seven minutes of this a police riot unit arrived, just as one of the youths tried to kick the weapon from the big man's hand. The man's reaction was like something from a martial arts movie. With a fluid series of movements, he caught the youth by his jacket collar, spun him around, stepped back quickly, then took his head off with a single blow. The next seven minutes were spent with the police trying to separate the blond warrior from his Samurai Sword and arrest him.

      "He's our man," the DCI told Ray and Martin. "I just want you to know he's confessed to all the killings."

      Ray was staggered by what he felt was the DCI's blatant opportunism. He went through his list of objections when he and Martin were alone in their office.

      The bosses, Ray said, wanted a quick result and the blond warrior, whose name was Shaun Hodgkinson, duly obliged. The man was slightly off-centre and had trained for ten years in martial arts ‘to protect myself from the dangerous world’. Not a cold-blooded killer, Ray said. Just a confused and vulnerable fool.

      But the blond warrior was not averse to opportunism either and happily agreed to the DCI's suggestion that he had killed Roland Hopwood, Morris Perch, William Crossley and Barry Foster, because they were callous manipulators of the human race. The confession gave Shaun the status he craved. The fact that he didn't own a Luton van was forgotten. He had simply laid his stunned victims on a plastic sheet and cut off their heads. When asked why, he responded ‘because they didn't like ordinary folk and wanted to turn them all into slaves’.

      Ray was outraged and threatened to turn in his badge. Martin was secretly pleased.

      Now he could invest more of his time to bringing the real criminals to justice.

      When he arrived back home, Ray sat for a long time in the kitchen, staring at his reflection in the double glazed window. He would be fifty-five in six weeks' time and was owed at least three weeks' leave. He would depart quietly on his final day and not kick up a fuss about a miscarriage of justice. He’d been secretly dreading retirement, but now it would be a relief.

      Martin woke Abby by leaping on to the bed fully clothed and kissing her on the forehead.

      "What's happened to you?" she exclaimed. "Have you won the lottery?"

      "Yes!" he laughed. "I've won the lottery of prospects!"
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      Owain opened the Low Rowan Hall basement door and quickly went inside. Before he had time to slide the new security bolts into their housing, Bronwen pushed in behind him. He had anticipated her arrival, so her presence didn’t surprise him.

      "I see you've taken the basement over for your own clandestine activities," she said with a frown, eyeing the new bolts. "How long is this secrecy going to continue?"

      "There are no secrets here," he replied, smiling down at her. "I just need a quiet place in which my brothers and I can work."

      "You have your family's cottage," she replied. "Isn't that sufficient?"

      He stared at her, weighing his reply. "Not at the moment. I need a much larger room. I must have a safe space for experimentation."

      A month ago, she would have been outraged that he was prepared to put everything – even, as far as she knew, his contribution to their Samhain preparations - on hold to further his own interests, which still remained shrouded in mystery. But now she was genuinely curious. She needed to understand his plans, so she could hang on to a modicum of authority, perhaps even be taken into his confidence. She had to be careful not to give away her motives and, at the same time, she had to do her best to preserve her status.

      He looked down at her and smiled. He could afford to be generous, secure as he was in his growing power. He sensed her honest interest in his work, but he knew this was a means for her to retain her influence, particularly among the older women in their community. But an ally was better than an enemy, even an ally he didn't entirely trust.

      "This basement, like the house above it, is for everyone," he said, still smiling. "Both for the living and the dead. I'll be only too pleased to give it back to everyone in a couple of days."

      His dark eyes met her own. She sensed the force of his will within them. She felt emotionally naked and turned quickly away.

      "It's for the community's benefit we're working here," he said quietly. "I've heard Stone Clough has imaginative plans for their visit to us at Samhain. We must be able to deter them from future intrusions. We're working for the whole parish, most of whom are tired of this conflict. You saw a little of our work up near the Bastle House the other day. We'll be using the same energy, but for a different purpose."

      The episode with the horse still stung, but this was no time to show her resentment. "What are you going to do?" she asked, trying not to let her voice betray her apprehension. She sensed that he was capable of extreme actions like their leaders in the recent past and, like them, appeared to be untroubled by his conscience.

      "My brothers and I will be up on the hillside to welcome anyone who arrives from Stone Clough." His features creased briefly in private amusement. "I hope you'll be there with us to enjoy the spectacle."

      "I've no intention of missing the entertainment!" Though she tried to match his humorous mood, a darker thought was pressing on her mind. She had to mention it. "By the way, did you know we have an intruder?" She watched his eyes harden like stones, the eyes of a man who would not tolerate any opposition. "That young detective is up on the hill again watching the village in his binoculars."

      To her surprise a harsh laugh broke from him. "Let him watch. He might even learn something, though I doubt it." He paused, weighing up her new mood of compliance. "I was hoping we might persuade him to join us for the Samhain festivities. Perhaps you can win him over?"

      "He's quite an implacable fellow," she chuckled, "but I can try." He seemed to be on her side for a moment, so she took a chance, glancing at the door. "Just answer me this: if you've nothing to hide, why the new bolts?"

      "Because the work we're doing here is potentially dangerous."

      "To whom?" She failed to stop her voice from betraying her fear.

      "To anyone who barges in unannounced."

      He flung the words at her like an accusation. Any ground she thought she might have gained was an illusion. She offered another olive branch.

      "I'm calling a meeting of the elders," she said. "They'll wish to be reassured that the Samhain rites are almost complete. Do you want to use the opportunity to talk about your

      work in more detail?"

      He laughed scornfully. "I think not. They've shown no interest in me or my work. I think I'll wait for them to come to me. By the time that moment arrives, they will have already realised their authority has disappeared and we’re controlling what happens in the parish."

      Their eyes met. Bronwen wondered if she was included in the we or – if one believed his purported lineage all the way back into ancient Rheged – was it a royal plural? She realised she’d come to a point in her life when she would sacrifice scruples for status. She suspected she was about to become his creature. But she wasn't strong enough now to fight him.

      "Don't you think the elders will see their time is over?" he asked. "I'm sure they'll have the wisdom to recognise it."

      "I'm sure they will," she replied. Because I'll make sure they do.

      When she had gone, Owain slid the new bolts closed and removed the cloth that covered the stone altar.

      In the centre of the altar were two carved stone heads, placed back to back like a Janus figure.
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      Martin lay among the boulders on the rocky hillside, watching the village of Pen Crags through his field glasses. There was a lot of activity in the centre of the village which he’d never witnessed before. Villagers had been loading a farm trailer with lengths of rough timber and brash, old tyres and miscellaneous items and were now leading it up the hillside to a point just beyond his view to the north.

      It was the ancient Celtic quarter-day festival of Samhain in a week's time. He’d read about it on the Internet before the beheadings had interrupted his research. He understood that the festival marked the start of the pastoralists' winter, when surplus stock was slaughtered and the surviving herds brought into secure closes near the centre of the community. The material on the trailers must be for the Samhain fires, which would be lit on All Hallows Eve and burn through the night until dawn on the first day of November. He would have to find a way to watch the occasion without being seen.

      He shifted his position and focused on the large house they called Low Rowan Hall. Somehow he needed to get into the place. It seemed to be the hub of the village where, he was certain, the four severed heads would be found.

      The fact that these people thought they could commit crimes and not be held accountable appalled him. They were behaving like the outlaws and wild men of the eighteenth century, who killed excisemen at will. They were almost as bad as the Border Reivers, the lawless plunderers of the Anglo-Scots border, centuries before that. It simply could not be allowed to happen in the modern world.

      He believed passionately that the rule of law was the glue which held societies together. If the law was consistently flouted, the warlords would take over and the country would collapse into violence and vendettas. Some of the urban housing projects were perilously close to that already.

      Keeping to what cover he could find, he moved as far north as he dared, until he was above the site of the Samhain fires. He realised there were two bonfires, which in the past had been designated as need fires, recalling from his reading that the livestock would be driven between them to be purified, the first group for slaughter and the rest to be kept as the nucleus for the following year's breeding. He found he was looking forward to witnessing a rare survival of an ancient rite.

      As he watched the people building the fires, his thoughts returned to the four beheadings. The first three were men in their physical and intellectual prime – worthy to become soul guardians of the community. But the fourth, Barry Foster, didn't seem to fit. The man was older, less well off; a businessman but only in a small way. He was on his way down. Try as he might, Martin couldn’t make the man fit his notion of a pattern. Foster remained the odd man out.

      He retreated deeper into the cover of a group of large rocks to eat dried fruit and nuts and drink some water. A generous portion of fish and chips would have been preferable, but there would be time for that later, when he’d amassed enough evidence to bring the Pen Crags killers to justice. He thought of them now in the plural, as he was sure Ray was right and it had taken at least three men to carry out the beheadings. The fate of Shaun Hodgkinson didn't interest him. He would end his days in Broadmoor anyway, serial killer or not.

      After his spartan refreshments he returned to his observations of the need fire preparations. A strange thing kept happening which he couldn't figure out. A number of people had appeared from a small stand of birches a hundred metres below the need fire site. They kept on materialising, as if emerging from an invisible otherworld that existed on the far side of the trees. He couldn’t understand it. Women and teenagers appeared with what looked like jugs of ale and trays of pastries to fortify the bonfire builders, as if they were bringing forth largesse from some parallel realm. The sight of the food made his stomach groan. He resolved to explore the birch wood when he had the chance.

      As the sky became grainy with approaching dusk, the people building the fires made their way back to the village. The refreshment carriers stepped into the birches and

      disappeared. After a few minutes he removed his dark glasses and followed them. He reached the little birch wood and looked around. The trees gave way to rough pasture which, in turn, led to small paddocks where cattle and sheep quietly grazed.

      There was no magical portal to the otherworld in the birch wood – at least, not one he could see. There was no doorway at all. He was mystified.

      In the last of the daylight he made his way down to the village and hid behind a field wall until the main street became deserted. Then he climbed the wall and approached Low Rowan Hall. He crouched behind bushes in the front garden as local people came and went, carrying what appeared to be more food items into the house. He realised that this was preparation for the Samhain feast. It was evidently going to be a homely, yet sumptuous occasion. When the people had gone, he tried the front door and found it was unlocked. Without hesitation he slipped quickly into the house.

      He made his way cautiously through the ground floor rooms, which were deserted, uncurtained and illuminated by the rising moon. The house was very large, the floors stone flagged, but the place didn’t seem to have any full-time occupants. Despite this, the rooms were set up as if the building was permanently lived in. There were parlours with old-fashioned cottage-style chairs and fires set ready in grates with cut peats in baskets by the hearths.

      The kitchens at the rear of the building were furnished with rows of big old-fashioned solid fuel stoves. Dozens of tureens and roasting pans lined wooden shelves and a complete range of utensils filled cupboards and drawers.

      He followed a corridor which led to an enormous room, reminding Martin of an ancient feasting hall, where long tables were prepared for a banquet. All the places were set, with wine goblets, platters and knives. A candelabrum occupied the centre of each table.

      He stared at the elaborate arrangements in amazement. Were the gentry from every Celtic nation coming to feast at Pen Crags? How otherwise could all this be explained?
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        * * *

      

      Abby watched television. She glanced at the clock, which showed six-thirty. She was starting to get annoyed. Martin had promised to be back with a takeaway at six, so they could eat and catch a movie at eight. It was too late now for the cinema, but there was still time to go out for a drink. She settled down to watch the next programme. If he wasn't back by seven she would phone Ray.

      She tried Martin's personal mobile, but got his voice mail again. "Martin, please ring me back. I'm sick of leaving messages. It's too late to go to the cinema, so please bring some food, as all I've got are eggs. If you don't get in touch I'm going to make myself an omelette. And then I'm going to wash my hair and get an early night."

      She hoped that would prompt him to remember she existed. He’d become so preoccupied these past few weeks, she worried he was seeing someone else. She knew he was investigating the terrible beheadings and didn't expect him to talk about the case, but he seemed increasingly reluctant to talk to her at all and spent the few evenings he was at home glued to the Internet. When she tried to probe, he snapped at her and told her he was working on private business. They never watched TV or played computer games any more. He returned home late and left early. She wondered if one of these days, he simply wouldn't come back at all.

      By seven-fifteen he still hadn’t phoned, so she ate her omelette standing up at the kitchen worktop, staring at Martin's mug and the legend ‘IT'S A FAIR COP!’ on the side. Where was he? He was becoming so secretive they hardly talked any more, unless he wanted a clean shirt or a change of breakfast cereal. Anyone would think he worked for MI5.

      At seven-thirty she phoned Ray, but only got his voice mail: "Hi, Ray. I'm trying to make contact with Martin. I rang the station earlier and he isn't on duty today. Is he with you? If not, have you any idea where he might be?"

      She rang off and went back to watching TV. After twenty minutes she leaped up and left another message on Ray's voice mail: "It's me again, Ray. Martin's still not back. And

      he hasn't been in touch. I'm coming over."

      She left a note: ‘GONE TO RAY'S’ on the dining table, grabbed her coat and rushed out.
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        * * *

      

      As Denise glanced up from the pages of Beningfield’s Woodlands to stare at the monitor Steve had installed to record images from the discreet camera above the front door, she saw Abby's anxious figure outside in the autumn drizzle and unlocked the door. "Whatever's the matter, love? Come in out of the wet."

      Abby sat at the kitchen table, while Denise started making coffee. As she waited for the kettle to boil she pressed the two-way intercom on the wall.

      "Come up, Ray. Abby's here. She's lost Martin." She rang off. "He spends more time in that shed than a betting man at the bookie's. Drink your coffee, love, while you wait."

      "I'm sorry to burst in like this, but I'm worried," Abby confessed. "Martin's become so strange these days. He doesn't talk to me any more, and he wears those dark glasses even at mealtimes. He's behaving like someone from a seventies' Hollywood cop show."

      "Ray thinks he's obsessed with those recent murders," Denise replied. "They both think the wrong man was arrested."

      "So Martin's out looking for the right man?"

      "I don't know, love. You'll have to talk to Ray. They spend more time with each other than they do with us wives."

      Ray came into the kitchen and kicked off his boots. He smiled kindly at Abby and wondered how he could lift her obviously troubled mood. He’d worked with obsessive detectives before and had even been guilty himself on a couple of difficult cases. It could take a while to throw off the manic need to solve the case. No one liked to think they couldn’t solve a case, but you reached a point where sanity kicked in and you knew you had to move on. If you didn't, you were likely to self-destruct.

      "No news of the missing detective?" He tried to sound as reassuring as he could.

      "Where is he, Ray?" Abby sobbed. "Have you any idea?"

      "I can make a shrewd guess," he replied.
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        * * *

      

      A heavy oak door at the far end of the corridor revealed a flight of stone stairs leading down into darkness. By the light of his torch, Martin descended the well-worn steps into a long corridor, lit by a tallow lamp in a niche on the wall. Half way along the corridor another oak door led into a cavernous basement.

      The basement was sparsely furnished, dry and silent. It was also lit by tallow lamps in niches. At one end he found what seemed to be an altar, with curiously carved stones supporting it. At the opposite end of the room a table was covered by a long black cloth.

      Martin's curiosity overwhelmed him. He swept the cloth from the table and gasped at what was revealed beneath.

      It was a large, glass-fronted wooden case, lying on its back. The case contained three shelves, with six human skulls resting on each shelf. He stared at the ossuary, unable for a few moments to take in the sight before him. Then questions flooded his brain. Who were they? Were these the skulls of the recently deceased? What was their purpose? What macabre scheme was about to be enacted here? Irrespective of who these skulls once belonged to, they could be important evidence that rituals of unimaginable horror were about to be performed here. Would these rituals be enacted at the Samhain feast?

      He took his camera from the side pocket of his small rucksack and tried to photograph the contents of the case, but all he got was the glare of the flash reflected in the glass. He switched the flash off, but the result was no better. Without the flash in the

      gloomy room, the skulls were just faint ghostly shapes with little definition.

      The case didn't seem to be locked, but the only way to open it was to prise out the four wooden batons which held the back in place. He tried to remove the two sliding glass panels from the front of the case, but they were too firmly fixed to be shifted. He almost cried out in frustration. Here was evidence, but he was powerless to get hold of it.

      Should he smash the glass, take one of the skulls and get it dated at the university? He quickly rejected the prospect, because it was pointless without clear proof of provenance from the basement of Low Rowan Hall. How could he prove he’d found it there? If the skull was ancient it had no value as a means of re-starting the beheading case. But if it was recent, its identity might be traced. What he needed was a witness to corroborate his discovery, but Ray would never get involved in this kind of unofficial activity.

      The answer was unequivocal: he could do nothing. Removal of a skull would announce the presence of a thief. It would increase the Pen Crags community's vigilance and raise the potential for reprisals against those they saw as the likely culprits – the people in Stone Clough.

      It wouldn’t be fair to Stone Clough and it was also potentially dangerous. He recalled the killing of the three sheep by the use of energy from the crags. What might these people be capable of creating if their anger was aroused? Instead of protecting the folk in Stone Clough, he would be putting them at risk.

      Almost weeping with frustration, he covered the ossuary with the black cloth and reluctantly left the basement.
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        * * *

      

      As he stepped back into the basement corridor, Martin noticed an ancient studded door at the far end. It resembled the entrance to a Norman keep or an ancient church. The door had a massive iron ring, which turned a heavy latch. He opened the door as quietly as he could and found himself at the entrance of a passage.

      The passage could even have been older than the door that led into it. Every surface; walls, roof and floor, were cut from the living rock like the basement. It was similarly illuminated by occasional tallow lamps set in shallow niches. It struck Martin immediately that the passage must be regularly used, otherwise there would be no need for the lamps. There was nowhere for him to hide if he met anyone, but he hurried along the passage and hoped for the best.

      After several minutes' walking the passage became a flight of well worn rock-cut steps that seemed to be leading steadily upwards into the hillside. Eventually he reached a small chamber which marked a fork in the route, with another flight of shallow steps leading off to his right, which he guessed was in a southerly direction. He ignored this and carried straight on.

      The steps became steeper and, after a brief climb, he came to a dead end, with a wall of solid earth before him. After a moment's confusion he noticed, by the light of a single tallow lamp, a series of wooden steps and handgrips, which had been driven into the earthen wall on his left and secured by what he assumed was lime mortar. He climbed up the steps and realised that the roof above him was made of wooden boards. He pushed at the boards and a heavy trapdoor opened above him.

      He felt a rush of cool night air on his face as he clambered out into the little birchwood. Closing the trapdoor, he noticed in the moonlight that the top of the wooden boards was disguised by a layer of rough grass. When the trapdoor was closed it was invisible, so there was no wonder he hadn’t spotted it earlier. This was the place from which people had materialised during the afternoon; a secret passage ten minutes' walk from the basement of Low Rowan Hall.

      He could see lights and hear voices on the hillside ahead of him. He cautiously crept forward through the trees.

      On a flat shelf of land, a group of young men were standing around the heaps of flammable material which would form the Samhain fires. A very tall man in a hooded jacket seemed to be in charge. The group was too far away for Martin to hear any conversation, but it occurred to him that they may be guarding the fires. Were they afraid the people from Stone Clough would sabotage the ritual? The Samhain site was firmly within Pen Crags parish, but there was only open hillside between it and the present boundary with Stone Clough. It would be easy for a nocturnal raiding party to wreak havoc and slip away before anyone could stop them.

      An unexpected feeling of sympathy for the Pen Crags folk took hold of him. They had survived against the odds for centuries, why shouldn't they be left in peace to hold their ancient festival without fear of malicious intruders? But then he recalled the killing of the three sheep and shuddered to imagine what these men might be planning to inflict on any late-night raiders. His sympathy vanished. He had a duty to intervene, or at least to warn the unsuspecting people in Stone Clough. But the more he watched the moonlit figures on the Samhain site the more intigued he became as to what they might be creating.

      He thought of the skulls in the ossuary and of the recent beheadings. If he let the young men continue with their festival preparations he could set a trap – a dawn raid on the first of November when the people were up on the hillside and the village of Pen Crags was wide open. It was the perfect opportunity. SOCOs would have an amazing time taking Low Rowan Hall apart.

      He took out his night glasses and surveyed the lighted windows of the village five hundred metres below. In a few, the soft yellow light suggested oil lamps, but in most there was the harsher light of generator-powered electricity. However it all seemed charming and homely and old-fashioned. Again he experienced a twinge of sympathy for the people of this beleaguered Celtic community. Why shouldn't they be allowed to live in accordance with their traditions? For a moment he felt empty. He was a hollow man with no traditions at all. Ray was right – the world of smart gadgets could not populate the void.

      Above the Samhain site, the hillside was a sharp contrast of pale moonlit slopes and chasms of shadow. For the first time in his life Martin was moved by the eerie beauty of the landscape. How wonderful it must be to feel so much a part of the place in which you lived, with your people around you and your ancient rituals to connect you with the passage of the years and the cycles of the cosmos.

      But these people were criminals. They killed as they pleased to further their aims,

      as if the law had never been invented. With surprise, Martin realised he was in a state of conflict he’d never known before. Part of him wanted to arrest these wild people and put them in jail, but another part admired them for their tenacity and self-belief.

      He watched the activity around the twin bonfires and tried to figure out what was going on. The young men seemed to be marking out points at a distance from the fires and erecting small stone platforms. Were these to stand on, to get a better view of the landscape? It seemed hardly likely. It was a puzzle.

      He noticed a huge mastiff lying in the grass about a hundred metres from where he was standing. The dog had been lying motionless, but now it stood up and looked in his direction, raising its head and sniffing the wind, which was blowing from Martin towards the animal.

      Before the dog could alert the young men, or lauch itself into a life-annihilating charge, he hurried back into the birch trees, raised the trapdoor and disappeared into the passage.
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      Ray and Abby drove through a seemingly endless valley with no sign of habitation. Abby grew increasingly worried. All she could see from the passenger's seat were dry-stone walls and bony trees, and beyond them, wild grasses and a few tumbled rocks. She found it hard to believe people could live in such a place.

      "We've been driving for ages, Ray. What would Martin be doing out here in the middle of nowhere?"

      "It's not the middle of nowhere to the people who live here," Ray replied. "It's home. It's work, friends, family, leisure."

      "I'm not used to it," she confessed unhappily. "I like to look out on town houses and street lights. I like to hear the passing traffic."

      "Perhaps the people here like to look out on to wild hillsides," he suggested, "to visit their neighbours by moonlight and to watch the sun come up over the moors. It's the way we all lived once."

      He pulled off the road into the cover of trees. Martin's Astra was already parked there.

      "Well, we know he's here somewhere," Ray remarked. "We'll have to walk now. It's not very far from here."

      She looked at him anxiously. "Where are we going? Do you know where Martin is? What on earth is he trying to achieve?"

      "We can ask him that when we find him," he replied tersely.

      Keeping to the deep moon shadows at the side of the road, they made their way into Pen Crags village. Most of the house windows were illuminated, people moving around in the cosy interiors. Hardly anyone was about on the main street. They walked up side lanes, avoiding the farms with their half-wild dogs, then peered into the front garden of Low Rowan Hall. There was no sign of Martin. Ray scanned the hillside to the east in his night glasses, where he could see people moving around. He picked up the image of a dog and assumed by its size it was a guard dog. It would be unlikely that Martin had gone up there without being discovered.

      He decided not to risk a confrontation by approaching the group on the hillside and to stick to the village streets. If pedestrians appeared ahead of them he pulled Abby into the shadows. But Martin wasn't among them.

      "Why are we hiding?" she whispered. "Why don't we just ask someone if they've seen him?"

      "It would be best if we're not noticed," he explained. "The people here don't take to strangers, especially cops."

      "But that applies to Martin too," she protested. "Why is he here on his own?"

      "Why indeed?"

      "Is he in danger?"

      "Only what he's brought on himself by pursuing his own notions, rather than getting them approved as part of an official investigation. But asking questions isn't going to find him," he said irritably. "We must just keep looking. He's here somewhere." Of course he was. Where else could he possibly be? He had a rogue cop to deal with whose wife was becoming a nuisance.

      "For your husband's sake, we should make ourselves inconspicuous," he replied.

      "The less we have to explain the better."

      She had to be satisfied with that. Following Ray as closely as she could, she crept apprehensively through the shadows of Pen Crags.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Martin descended the steps until he reached the fork, then turned left and followed more steps which seemed to go on much further than those that led to the Samhain site. The steps were less steep and he guessed they were climbing slowly and steadily across the hillside to the south. The shallowness of the steps suggested heavy items might have been conveyed along the passage. What could they have been? Smuggled goods? Dead bodies?

      It was no surprise when he came to a low wooden door which opened into the oak wood that lay close to the excavation site. Like the trapdoor at the end of the first passage this door was also camouflaged, this time with moss and creepers, making it impossible to distinguish from the surrounding woodland. But his guess had been correct. The ancient passage had been built to carry the dead to their place of final rest.

      Looking north he could see the lights of Pen Crags village glimmering in the darkness, almost a kilometre away. He walked to the site of the abandoned excavation, which was a mere hundred metres from the oak wood.

      A realisation struck him: this ancient burial ground must have always been in Pen Crags parish, because the underground passage led there. It seemed obvious to him that the people from Stone Clough had stolen the land from Pen Crags by the parish boundary change. No wonder Jack Boothroyd hadn't wanted to talk about it.

      He looked up at the moonlit hillside which had once contained a carved head with its thought-form guardian. As he did so, the head reappeared in his mind after weeks of absence. It seemed sad, with the mouth turned slightly down at the corners. He realised that if he’d been a native of Pen Crags, he too would have wished to protect the burial ground. He was surprised at his ability to empathise, but this new-found talent set off the conflict again: should these people be arrested or not? If only he could establish the truth one way or the other.

      He returned to the wood with the idea of continuing his search of Low Rowan Hall. But as he entered the trees, he saw torchlight in the direction of the parking area. Had he been discovered? What should he do? He moved into the cover of the trees to watch. Two figures were approaching – he could see their shadowy shapes in the moonlight. He stepped from the trees and walked towards them and after a few moments he heard a familiar voice.

      "You're a very elusive detective, Martin. But I had a hunch we'd find you somewhere like this."

      "What are you doing?" Abby cried. "What's so special about this hillside? What are you trying to find out here?"

      "I just felt like taking an evening stroll," Martin replied lightly. "You wouldn't believe what I've found. But perhaps, now you're here, it's time for us all to go home."
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        * * *

      

      Martin, showered and changed and wearing his dark glasses, joined Abby and Ray in the living room.

      "I was quite okay, you know." He smiled reassuringly. "No one challenged or threatened me." He omitted to mention the fact that he hadn't actually met anyone, so no threats or challenges had been possible.

      "I don't like you wandering about all night in these strange places," Abby said. "If you had an accident how would anyone know?"

      "I didn't have an accident," he countered. "Anyway I've got my phone." He glanced at Ray, hoping for rescue.

      "In half an hour I've arranged to meet a friend of mine who will be very interested in your discoveries at Pen Crags," Ray said. His manner darkened. "But first, I'd like you to log in to your work computer and read the email which came in at five-thirty this afternoon. For whatever reason it was sent to me, but I forwarded a copy to you."

      Abby went to brush her wind-blown hair, which gave the two men chance to talk police business in private.

      Martin logged in and stared at the email, hardly able to believe what he was reading. "These people, these... Citizens Against Slavery... are claiming responsibility for the beheadings!" he exclaimed in disbelief. "How do we know they're not crazies trying to get publicity?"

      "They're being checked out," Ray replied. "We're in contact with Interpol. There have been identical killings in Denmark and Germany. This group appears to be highly

      motivated and mobile."

      "So why did they do it?" Martin asked. "What could these four guys possibly have in common?"

      "Seems they all used unpaid illegal skivvies for child minding, cooking, cleaning and sex. Same with the ones on the Continent. According to Interpol the group claims to have to use extreme methods for anyone to take notice."

      Martin sat back in his chair, stunned. "I don't buy it. Do you think they're genuine?"

      "There's an attachment you haven't seen which is full of personal stuff on Hopwood and Co. It seems to check out, but we're still investigating. I tried to phone you to tell you, but both your work and personal phones were switched off." Ray paused and gave Martin a hard, appraising glance. "I have to say if these so-called Citizens are the killers, it puts the skids under your efforts to pin the blame on Pen Crags."

      Martin sighed. His mind must seem like a brightly-lit shop window to his perceptive colleague. What could he say? Ray must think he was a fool – or, worse still, a blinkered fanatic.

      "I was looking into their activities," he said eventually. " Mostly in my free time. It didn't detract from my regular work."

      Ray smiled invitingly. "And what have you discovered?"

      "Not sure yet. It's ongoing," Martin replied evasively. "I'll let you know if...when I have something. But I must ask you this; how do you know these so-called Citizens haven't had their modus operandi hijacked by Pen Crags? How do you know who the email actually came from? I think it's far more likely that a small group from Pen Crags are behind it all. Who else would know about these four guys? You’d need local knowledge. And why would someone from the Continent want to come all the way out into the wilds of Elmet? It doesn't stack up. Pen Crags people are guilty. They probably lifted these Citizens' MO to distract our attention. You must admit it's plausible."

      "That's something we'd find a bit tricky to establish without grounds for an official investigation," Ray said with heavy emphasis. "You come up with some evidence, I'd be happy to be part of a raid. I don't like miscarriages of justice any more than you."

      "They have carved heads and skulls everywhere," Martin stated defiantly. "They're experimenting with obscure types of energy. These people are truly dangerous! It doesn't take much of a leap of imagination to see that they could be guilty of all kinds of horrific crimes."

      "But it does take a leap," Ray countered. "I'd be grateful if you'd confine yourself for the rest of the evening to describing your discovery of those passages. By that, I mean just stick to the hard indisputable evidence."
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        * * *

      

      Ray and Martin met the historian, Fred Undercliff, at his home in a leafy suburb of the town. It was already after midnight, but Fred had no intention of losing a good story to the press or a rival historian. From what Ray had told him over the phone this was a coup and Fred wanted to make it all his own. Over fireside drinks he invited Martin to talk about his discoveries.

      Martin was angry. He wished he’d never breathed a syllable about his evening in Pen Crags. Why was Ray doing this? Was he trying to teach him a lesson? Was he resentful because he envied his initiative? He didn't want to talk about Pen Crags. It was too personal. He suppressed the urge to get up and walk out.

      Fred beamed. "I can't wait to hear of your discoveries. Enlighten us, Martin, please!"

      Martin decided to say nothing about the ossuary, or the rooms in Low Rowan Hall which had been laid out for a feast, because they were still part of his investigation into what he thought of now as the darker Celtic mysteries. But he talked candidly about the secret passages and the Samhain preparations. Fred was enthralled.

      "So there you have it," Martin said at last. "After I'd watched the people preparing the need fires, I went into Low Rowan Hall and discovered the passages. They're ancient and I'm certain they go back many hundreds of years."

      "What do you make of that for a story, Fred?" Ray asked when Martin had finished. "As far as I know, no one has written a word about secret passages in Pen Crags."

      "I can confirm that," Fred replied. "I've read just about everything extant on local history, so this is new knowledge. I must say it took some nerve to do what you did. The credit's all yours, Martin." He eased himself back in his chair, his face ruddy in the glow from the bright log fire.

      "The big house in the middle of Pen Crags village they call Low Rowan Hall was once a fortified manor house – and, before that, a twelfth century motte and bailey. But those passages could be earlier still. They might go back to William's Harrying of the North. Or Athelstan's struggles against the Celts of Elmet."

      "No-one seems to live in Low Rowan Hall now," Martin said, "although the ground floor at least is fully furnished."

      "They might be using the house for a Samhain feast," Fred commented. "It'll happen next Saturday night, you know – but I don't think you'll get an invite!"

      This historian has a sharp mind, Martin thought. If I say any more he'll start making unwanted connections. He didn't wish to go into details about the elaborate arrangements in the rooms of Low Rowan Hall, as he felt it was too much of a betrayal. Pen Crags’ Samhain festival wasn't hurting anyone. Long may it continue, in fact. He returned to the subject of secret passages, knowing Fred would respond.

      "Could those passages have existed before the Saxons arrived?" he asked. "Could they date from Roman times?"

      "I suppose they could," Fred said thoughtfully, "they're tricky to date, as you can appreciate. There's little doubt they're ancient. The places they lead to, like the Samhain site and the burial ground, could definitely go back to pre-Roman times. When I spoke to Tony Danby at the university recently he told me the limited number of finds they've managed to catalogue do suggest this." He beamed enthusiastically at the detective constable. "I've learned something very special tonight and I'm grateful to you!"

      Martin suddenly suspected he might be in danger of becoming the focus of local press interest. That would compromise any chance he had of continuing his investigations in Pen Crags.

      "You won't go public with this, will you, Fred? It's someone's privacy we'd be trampling on if you did."

      "Don't worry, Martin," Fred said reassuringly. "I've great respect for the Pen Crags folk and how they've hung on to their culture in the face of all manner of threats. It's clear to me now that the burial ground is in their parish and Stone Clough has no right to that land. I'll write to the Ordnance Survey and express the view that the parish boundary should be reinstated in accordance with the 1851 survey, which I believe is correct. I'll have a word with my colleagues in the department and see if they'll lend their weight to it. Justice must prevail!"

      "Indeed it must," Martin said. The irony was painful.

      "What about Martin's discoveries, Fred?" Ray asked. "Will you be able to put them on record without risking repercussions from Pen Crags?"

      "I promise I'll exercise discretion," Fred replied. "I'll add it as a footnote or maybe an appendix when I update my History of Ancient Elmet over the Xmas vacation. I won't be mentioning my sources of information. I'll simply say there's been speculation that a number of our oldest settlements may have tunnels or secret passages leading to sacred sites or places of safety. I'll make a list, including Stone Clough and Pen Crags and invite readers to get back to me. I don't expect to hear a word from Pen Crags, but at least they've been put on record."

      Both Martin and Ray were satisfied. The meeting broke up with handshakes and smiles. Martin was confident he hadn't lost too much important ground.

      As they walked to their cars Ray seized his chance to try to reel his colleague back in. "You don't have to go solo on Pen Crags, you know. I'd like to share your thoughts. Maybe I can help set up a sting, or a raid. You don't have a monopoly on brain power. Don't shut me out. I'd like to help bring them to book as much as you."

      "Sure," Martin replied. "I'll share everything with you as soon as I can."

      Ray noted his colleague's body language: rigid, self-protective, turning away – and he didn't believe him.
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        * * *

      

      Lying awake that night, Martin reflected that a conviction might still slip away from him. It would have been relatively easy for people in Pen Crags to obtain details of the domestic arrangements of Hopwood & Co, than some group of idealists who drifted around the capitals of Europe. But how to prove it?

      He was determined to give it one more shot in his search for incriminating evidence.

      Saturday would be his next chance – and it just happened to be the ancient Celtic festival

      of Samhain. He would make sure there was nothing which prevented him from being there.

      He wondered if he should involve Ray after all. But maybe not yet. He'd just make one more solo run and then bring him in.

      Abby stirred and woke up. "What are you doing?"

      "Thinking."

      "You were very brave doing all that exploring on your own. But is it going to help you catch any criminals?"

      "I wonder too sometimes," he said with complete sincerity. "Seems like all I'm doing is trying to cage the wind."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      A group of a dozen sturdy young men sat in a Stone Clough tractor shed. They looked up as the imposing frame of George Metcalfe blocked the light.

      "Tonight, lads," George said. "Are you ready?"

      Everyone nodded and grunted confirmation.

      "What about reprisals?" Les Norton wanted to know.

      George pulled a scornful face. "What about 'em?"

      "They might send a shadow-monster to terrorise us," Les objected. "They've tried it before."

      "There's a rumour they've created one that can kill at a touch," Hal Wenham complained. "What if it's true?"

      "It's all lies." George made a dismissive gesture. "Those things have no more power than ghosts in the sunlight. What matters is physical strength. We have that. All they've got is phantoms. No more dangerous than a picture on a TV screen."

      Les and Hal glanced at each other uncertainly. The others seemed content to go along with George's views.

      "Anyone want to drop out?" George asked gruffly.

      No one spoke.

      "Get everything ready then," George said sternly. "I'll be back at four and we'll leave straight away."

      Five minutes after George had gone Will Eckersley, visibly tense, appeared in the doorway.

      "Don't just go for the fires." Will's voice shook with emotion. "Kill as many of the breeding stock as you can. I'll pay twenty quid a head!"

      "Come with us, Will. Bring a couple of spears!" Roger Selwood joked.

      "I said I'll pay!" Will yelled at them. "I mean it! I'm owed a death!"

      When the farmer had gone the young men laughed. "Poor old Will. Paranoid ain't he?" Roger chuckled. "Spends all day counting his stock and watching the hills in his field glasses. If it wasn't for his lads, there'd be no work done."

      "What would you feel like, if you'd lost a prize bull?" Hal asked.

      "Insured, wasn't it?" Roger retorted. "If it upset me that much I'd go over and pop that tall guy. It's him that's behind all this!"

      The others studied Roger doubtfully. They knew his opinions outweighed his courage.

      "We going over by the Bastle House?" Rick Somerby wanted to know.

      "They'll be waiting for us there," Les replied. "We'd best go on the old waggon road below the rocks. They won't be expecting us that way."

      "That old road hasn't been used for years," Rick objected. "It's not wide enough for modern farm vehicles. How d'you know it ain't closed off?"

      "They won't close it," Les said with quiet authority. "Some of 'em still use it. Shepherds go up that way on horseback to the moortop. And they'll have left it open to let spirits through tonight from the old burial ground."

      "I don't fancy using that road," Rick said. "There might be spirits moving along it already!"

      Roger emitted a scornful laugh. "Don't be frightened, dear – we'll look after you!"

      "There'll be no spirits till after dark," Les told them. "They'll think we won't use the old waggon road 'cause it's spooky. So we'll surprise 'em."
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        * * *

      

      Ray was at a wedding until early afternoon, so Martin reluctantly agreed to cover for him. Alone in the office he took the call from Reverend Sykes at eleven a.m.

      "I think you should know," Rev Sykes began, "that something's going to happen in Pen Crags today."

      "Can you be a bit more specific?" Martin asked, irritation flaring.

      "I received an anonymous note," the vicar continued. "I think people from here are going to attack Pen Crags."

      Martin sighed. Why were people so vague? "You mean a full-scale invasion with mortars and rpgs? Or is it just slingshots and fire crackers?"

      The vicar seemed oblivious to Martin's sarcasm. "I think they're going to destroy the bonfires. But I don't have any details. They tried last year, but they were ambushed. They’ll be more determined this time, because of the theft of the bull; which of course, they blame on Pen Crags."

      "Why is there such hatred in these people?" Martin asked. "Can't these Anglo-Saxons learn a little tolerance?"

      "You've no idea how fervently I've prayed that they would," the vicar said. "It's only a handful of the young men. But there are one or two of the older folk here who constantly egg them on. They won't be happy until Pen Crags has been destroyed. Even Athelstan in his battle fury had better judgement than some of my parishioners. He knew when to back off."

      Martin promised to do what he could and ended the call. He got a coffee from the machine and sipped it slowly, trying to work out a plan. After a few minutes he had what seemed like a solid idea. Maybe...just maybe, he could use the vicar's information to gain official entry to Pen Crags. His apparently concerned presence there might enable him to gather more evidence for a conviction. It was worth a try.

      He would say nothing to Ray when his colleague got back. He knew Ray would advise him not to get involved in a ridiculous feud which showed no sign of ending. But there were those skulls in the ossuary and there might be others elsewhere which were more portable. There was an empty house set up for the feast of the decade and he had to be there to witness it. There were lethal experiments going on with carved heads and he needed to know how the energy was accessed and controlled.

      Ray returned at two-fifteen. "You can get off phantom bashing now!" he said as he

      breezed in.

      "I've heard from Reverend Sykes there might be trouble with Stone Clough," Martin replied, furious with Ray for the put-down. "I'm going to look into it."

      Ray sat at his desk, suddenly serious. " I'm liaising with the drugs squad on surveillance this afternoon as you know, but I'll be here. If you take me into your confidence I can confirm you're on duty and pursuing investigations. I'll do my best to get a SWAT team to you if things get rough. Brief me on your suspicions. Call me for back up. Don't get in over your head." He paused for emphasis. "Otherwise you're on your own."

      "Thanks. I'll give you a shout." Martin turned on his heel determinedly and left the office.

      Ray shouted despairingly after him. "Take the Kebbie. You might really need it this time!"
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        * * *

      

      Martin, with his Kebbie and dark glasses, drove into Pen Crags, parked in the main street and walked straight into Low Rowan Hall. The first person he met was Dewi, who stared at him for an uncomfortable few moments, then told him to wait while he went to "get someone". From the man's attitude, it was clear to Martin that he’d been recognised.

      "Why are you here?" A tall man appeared in the doorway, casting a long shadow down the corridor. "Is someone suspected of a crime?" He took an intimidating stride towards Martin and his deep voice boomed again. "If not, I think it would be best for you to leave. The police are not welcome here."

      Martin told the tall man, who eventually gave his name as Owain, what Reverend Sykes had said, adding that he’d come in the hope a crime could be prevented. Owain listened without interruption. When Martin had finished he gazed thoughtfully at him for a moment then smiled.

      "Well, now you're here, detective, perhaps two things can be achieved. The first is that you must witness this suspected attack – if it occurs – and the means we have prepared to withstand it. The second is to do with your suspicions that we’re a bunch of homicidal maniacs."

      Martin reeled. The man was clairvoyant! Before he could think of a reply Owain laughed.

      "Do you imagine your presence here hasn't been noticed? We’ve had to defend ourselves against Danish marauders, Saxon armies, Norman overlords, Hanoverian monarchs and hostile neighbours for over a thousand years. No one can enter this parish without our knowledge. Occasionally, if they're harmless, we let them come. Mostly we intervene. I’ve allowed you to prowl around at will, because I wanted you to learn about our lives and values. It's time now for you to witness a little more and I hope, in the process, to appreciate that we are law-abiding people who simply wish to lead unthreatened lives at peace in our community."

      Martin waited until his shock and embarrassment began to subside, then summoned as much resolve as he could. "As a police officer I’ve been trained to be suspicious, especially where activities may be in breach of the law." He paused and took a deep breath. It was crunch time. "Deliberately created guardians which cause major illness and death may well be considered illegal. I could arrest you for murder."

      Owain smiled. "But could you prove it?"

      Martin's response was immediate. "Yes, I think I could. I have two expert witnesses, whose evidence can hardly be disputed."

      He knew that Charles Bellingham, as soon as he could speak again, would be anxious to see justice done. And Steve's word, as an ex-cop, could hardly be doubted.

      Both, he was certain, would testify to the existence of the guardian.

      "You're going to stand up in a court and say a spectral entity terrified three grown men?" Owain asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

      "So you admit to creating this guardian?" Martin said accusingly.

      "I'm admitting nothing," Owain replied calmly. "I'm merely theorising on the nature of spectral entities."

      "A deliberately and maliciously created entity in this specific instance," Martin replied firmly.

      Owain laughed. "You wouldn't find a judge to take the case."

      "I think you have a low opinion of English law," Martin said, trying to keep his anger

      under control. "I won't have a problem at all putting you in the dock."

      He would also have Ray's testimony. He recalled his colleague's feelings that a serious crime had been committed right from the first days of their investigation. Evidence from such an experienced detective would not be taken lightly. The question of the recent beheadings was another matter entirely and still required hard evidence, but once he had got his case up and running he knew that evidence would come.

      "And who will you accuse of fashioning this dangerous entity?" Owain mocked. "Me? Bronwen Pryce? The entire community? I think you're more in danger of damaging your own career than anyone in Pen Crags, detective. But I hold no grudge or hatred toward you. Rather, I admire your nerve and determination. Without doubt you're a worthy adversary. We might do battle today until one of us falls."

      As Owain talked Martin began to realise how formidable an opponent the man was. He was confident, resourceful and articulate. He began to wonder if Charles and Steve would be prepared to testify against a man with such abilities, or if they would consider the case unprovable. He was assailed by a wave of doubt that neither man would risk making himself the butt of tabloid jibes. What had until now appeared possible, suddenly seemed much less certain.

      Owain laughed. "Don't look so despondent, detective. You haven't lost yet! Let me show you the preparations we've made to protect our ancient festival. I'd be pleased to hear your expert opinion on whether you think we've done enough to deter an incursion by our foolhardy neighbours." He gestured towards the door that led to the basement. "We'll take the short cut. Please, lead on. You know the way, I believe."

      Martin reeled again. Either they had hidden cameras in the basement niches or someone in the community had visionary powers. His every move must have been observed, perhaps even recorded. But at least this showed his diligence and persistence. He resolved to enter battle with this smooth-tongued Celt.

      He could detect no sign of cameras in the passage as he led the way as far as the trapdoor. At this point Owain moved ahead and, with his superior reach and immense strength, flipped up the heavy boards, leaped out and pulled Martin effortlessly through the gap. He stood by Owain's side among the trees of the little birch wood.

      "Don't walk ahead of me from now on, detective," Owain cast a warning frown at his companion. "There are some dangerous places up here."

      He led Martin up the hillside. As they walked the detective glanced around, trying to take in as much detail as he could. There were small standing stones dotted across the rugged slope in no discernible pattern that he could divine. Here and there were clusters of hawthorns, some obviously newly planted, that stood on their own at regular intervals down the hillside. The stones, Martin realised, were also recent arrivals. They had not been there when he was investigating the area the previous weekend. He decided to mention the point.

      "You've added some standing stones in the last few days."

      Owain paused to let Martin draw level with him. The man was an experienced fell walker and it was hard to keep up with his pace.

      "I'm a practitioner of the ancient art of geomancy which mostly involves healing landscapes that have become sick over time," Owain explained. "The addition of the stones stimulates the earth's own vital energy, its life force if you like, attracting it and causing it to form powerful spirals which, in turn, put out vibrant little energy streams that flow down through our fields and village closes. Think of it as a kind of terrestrial acupuncture. We started work first on the moortop, drawing off energy from that great reservoir up there and channelling it into the valley. The hawthorns act as a brake, to check the energy flows, so they don't rush away like a torrent of water without leaving any benefit. Next year we'll have better grass and healthier animals."

      "I don't understand what you mean by the earth's vital energy," Martin said, looking puzzled. "Is it some kind of current?"

      "That's a good way of describing it." Owain smiled approvingly at his companion. "It's a form of energy usually only detectable by dowsers, those the conventional world thinks of as water diviners. But these subtle energy currents can be divined by anyone with sensitivity and the proper training. I don't need to use divining rods these days. I can tell where the energy flows are, by the feel of the place I'm standing on. And I can tell if they're sick or in good heart."

      "You were trained to practise geomancy?" Martin asked, his curiosity aroused.

      "I was trained in Scotland and served my apprenticeship in Wales," Owain replied. "It took five years. But now, I hope, I'm reasonably proficient."

      Martin was quietly amazed. The more he learned about this unusual community the more he wanted to know. "So this energy you speak of is free? You don't have to plug into the grid?"

      "It's free," Owain confirmed, "but you must not abuse it. Imbalances can result and cause serious harm. For example, you could enhance one area and inadvertently deplete another. You have to appreciate how the earth energies work. You must understand their character. And that takes time. Next year we may begin to use it in our domestic environment. But we must avoid the temptation to plunder it rashly."

      "You used this energy to kill sheep," Martin objected. "I saw you do it."

      Owain laughed. "The killing of the three sheep was a trick. We don't have the knowledge or desire to use earth energy for that kind of thing. It was achieved by electrocution." He smiled. "We did it to fool you."

      Martin was shocked. Was his companion speaking the truth? Or was he misleading him with a maze of lies? How could he tell? He wasn't sure if he could believe a word the man was saying.

      "Come this way," Owain said. "We've managed to do something equally ambitious, but on a somewhat smaller scale."

      Owain led Martin to the site of the Samhain fires, where he was introduced to several young men and women, including Owain's brothers Bryn and Huw, who were putting the last items onto the bonfires.

      "I have invited Martin to our festivities," Owain explained. "He will be an objective witness to any antics our neighbours get up to."

      "Be alert, Martin," Bryn advised. "They're a reckless lot!"

      Martin followed Owain across the hillside two hundred metres to the south, where a Janus figure glared from the top of a solid stone platform a metre high. Two thick cables, which seemed to be made from some kind of hollow, rubber-coated fibres, ran into the earth from the base of the platform, then passed upwards into strange-looking coils that were fed through channels cut into the platform.

      "Wait until I break the circuit," Owain commanded. He proceeded carefully to disconnect the coils. "It's safe now. You can cross."

      Martin stepped around the platform, experiencing as he did so a tremor of energy which reminded him of the sheep episode. The energy wasn’t as strong, but it made the skin of his face prickle and his hands and forearms tingle.

      He peered closely at the arrangement. "It seems quite simple. How does it work?"

      Owain smiled, Martin thought, a little patronisingly. "As I said, we have redistributed the energy flows on this hillside," he explained. "There is a flow that forms a large spiral beneath this stone platform and we’re tapping into that as a source of power for this particular Janus figure."

      He moved one of the carved heads a few centimetres. Martin peered into the hollowed-out space. His heart raced, but there was no human head as he’d half expected. The space was occupied by a skull.

      "Whose skull is this?" he asked accusingly. "Is it from someone recently deceased?"

      Owain's dark eyes fixed on his guest with a look of suppressed fury. "Understand, detective, that only those trained in the arts of ancient warfare have the presence and ability to defend our ritual site. This Janus head contains the skull of a warrior ancestor. If the circuit is crossed, the intruder will suffer a violent headache and be confronted by the warrior's spirit form. If the intruder doesn't leave, the warrior will attack. You see, we have looked after our ancient dead, so they in their turn will look after us. We have more warrior-defenders spread across the hillside, so be careful where you walk."

      Owain closed the gap between the two carved heads and carefully reconnected the coils. Martin watched him, his brain filled with a swirl of questions.

      "You saw the ossuary when it was in the basement." Owain glanced at the detective with a knowing look. "All eighteen skulls are now deployed up here to form a defensive shield around our need fires. No one from outside the community has any right to cross the barrier except by invitation."

      Martin found his voice. "But what if they don't know the barrier's there?"

      "As you say: ignorance of the law is no excuse." Owain looked sternly at Martin. "We say the same. We are invoking the right to protect our land under the laws of Hywel Dda."

      "I don't think that would work in an English court," Martin objected. "Causing a violent headache is one thing. A life-threatening attack is something else. It might depend to some extent on the aggression shown by the intruder, but if you use disproportionate force it could land you in jail."

      "You should be our legal adviser," Owain laughed. "I'm sure we could find ways to outwit your English law!"

      Yes, I'm sure you could, Martin thought.

      He followed Owain around the protective shield and marvelled at his achievements with the use of such simple materials. "How did you discover this energy in the earth? he asked.

      "It has been known for millennia," Owain said. "When people lived their lives without distractions, their immediate responses were to the natural world. There were no barriers. People were aware of the movement of the sun, moon and stars. They listened to the stories carried in the wind, felt the pulse of energy in the earth beneath their feet. What astonishes me is that some of this awareness has managed to survive, in spite of Saxon oppression, the Black Death and the endless European wars."

      "You put it very clearly," Martin replied. He was reminded of Tilda's comments about lost knowledge. "I agree, it's remarkable anything has survived at all."

      As the villagers began to gather for the festival, Owain drew him aside. "My brothers will have already closed the circuit, leaving only one clearly-defined exit. The need fires will be lit as dusk falls. Then our stock will be separated and driven between the fires."

      "Is this the entire population of the parish?" Martin asked, surveying the groups of new arrivals. "I thought there'd be more people."

      "Not everyone is here," Owain said. "There are many others in Low Rowan Hall preparing the Samhain feast. And there are watchers on the moortop, waiting for any movement from Stone Clough."

      "Are you expecting trouble? Martin asked.

      "We have learned merely that a group intend to visit us," Owain stated darkly, "but we don't know the precise form this will take. We feed misinformation to them occasionally, but we get nothing much back. We have to rely on bits of gossip from the inn."

      Again, Martin suspected Owain was being economical with the truth. People who could abduct a large Hereford bull and return it in the form of beefsteaks must possess detailed knowledge of the community they wished to exploit. And this knowledge was part of a continuous process of observation and information gathering. Young men from Pen Crags must undertake regular night-time reconnaissance in Stone Clough, in the way resistance fighters and rebel groups have done down the centuries.

      Owain led Martin towards the need fires.

      "Watch out and be ready for anything," he said with a warning frown.
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        * * *

      

      When the attack came it was sudden and almost silent except for a slight roaring rush of air. A deadly salvo of fire arrows appeared out of the grainy sky from several different directions. They landed among the gathered celebrants before the need fires had been lit. Several people were injured and were rushed down to the village in two ageing Land Rovers.

      The cattle, penned on the hillside, panicked at the sudden commotion. They had almost broken out of their wattle-fenced enclosure before herdsmen managed to calm

      them.

      An arrow fell dangerously close to one of the need fires. Martin, who was nearest, sprang towards it and promptly extinguished the tar-fed flames with scooped-up handsful of earth.

      "Well done, Martin!" Owain called out. "There must be no fires anywhere in the parish or our need fire will not be effective. That's obviously Stone Clough's aim, to keep their distance and shoot at us, in the hope they'll hit our fires and bring us bad fortune for the coming year. A bold plan that will not succeed!"

      A dozen celebrants, including Owain and Martin, stood guard around the fires, Owain shouting encouragement as more fire arrows hurtled towards them. It seemed to Martin that the scene was like something from mediaeval times. He half-expected to see the motte and bailey castle spring up in the centre of Pen Crags village and his companions to be re-clothed in herdsmens' boots and smocks.

      In his imagination he heard the clash of swords and the cries of warrior war bands. How many times across the centuries had the Celts leaped to horse to fling themselves at Viking swordsmen, Saxon shield walls and Norman armour? How many times had they returned with the heads of their enemies?

      He was filled with admiration for a community which had needed to fight for centuries, just to hold on to its land. It was an experience that produced a mindset almost impossible to extinguish. The night raids of the Border Reivers, the devious tactics of coiners against excisemen, the tit-for-tat conflict with Stone Clough, all this fell into place and seemed quite natural. It had taken a man with Owain's intelligence to see that conflict was not enough to hold a community together in the modern world with all its additional pressures.

      But, Martin wondered, was this same man, geomancer and innovator, a cold-blooded murderer? Or was he portraying Owain as a reprobate just to enhance his own career? Was he deliberately misinterpreting the evidence? Was he, in fact, the one who

      was guilty? Martin found himself divided and confused.

      All at once the arrows stopped. The need fires were safe and the cattle and sheep in their enclosures became quiet.

      "Our watchers' dogs will have cornered them." Owain made a dismissive gesture. "Our young warriors will have blinded the intruders and sent them crawling on their hands and knees all the way back to Stone Clough."

      "What?" Martin gasped in horror.

      Owain laughed. "You're too impressionable, detective. They'll just kick a few backsides and send them packing."

      Again Martin was caught in the same dilemma – what should he believe with this man? He had a feeling the unwelcome visitors from Stone Clough would be in for a beating, at the very least.

      "I could have set up a police raid," Martin said. "We could have caught them red-handed and put them in jail for a while."

      "I'm glad you didn't," Owain replied. "It wouldn't have changed anything. This strife will end only when the young men in Stone Clough stop listening to George Metcalfe and his kin. That family are the prime movers in all that happens." He laughed. "If they'd known

      their folklore they would only have had to set a village barn ablaze to wreck the required purity of the need fire preparations."

      "Why is such purity necessary?" Martin asked. "Surely you could achieve the same ends without all the precautions?"

      "We do it not only to prevent human disruption," Owain replied, "but to deter the activity of vengeful spirits that might persuade the fire elementals to oppose us, or the weather spirits to bring a storm. That was the thinking in the ancient past and we see no reason to change it now."

      Martin recalled the image of tiny rain spirits which had come unsought into his mind that evening in Ray's workshop. He smiled – perhaps he wasn't so out of step with the people in Pen Crags after all...
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        * * *

      

      The second attack took everyone by surprise. As Owain said to Bronwen later that evening, it was a complete vindication of his defensive strategy. A group of four young men raced towards the fires, each man equipped with what looked like a petrol bomb. As they broke the circuit of Janus heads three of them stopped, clutching their foreheads as if they had received violent blows.

      The fourth attacker stumbled but kept going. Owain, Huw and Martin leaped forward to prevent him. But they were too far off to stop him hurling his missile. Suddenly, poised in the act of throwing, the young man froze with a cry of terror as a spectral warrior appeared and struck him with his sword. The warrior stood over the prostrate man, who lay motionless on the ground. His companions stared in horror, then turned and fled back over the hillside towards Stone Clough, leaving their wounded companion behind. The spectral figure raised his sword and seemed poised for a decapitation, but Martin rushed furiously towards him.

      "No!" Martin yelled. "No! No!"

      "Stop, Martin!" Owain cried. "Leave him to his fate!"

      Martin flung himself on the ground to shield the fallen attacker, raising his Kebbie to protect himself. But it was an ineffectual defence. The phantom warrior turned and aimed an unstoppable blow at the hapless detective.
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      As the hours passed Ray became increasingly worried. He wished he could get away to visit Pen Crags to see what Martin was up to. The thought that his colleague was there on his own made him both angry and fearful. If it had been any other day, he wouldn't have been so concerned, but it was the start of the Samhain festival, a time of year when anything might happen. He had tried both of Martin's phones, but as usual he wasn't answering.

      He kept telling himself he should have tried harder to stop him from going. But even pointing a gun at the man would have made no difference. Martin had hardly any capacity for fear. And it was this that was most worrying. He might dismiss danger signals once too often. There was nothing he could do. Martin had gone unofficially to Pen Crags in his free time. He had chosen to put himself beyond the pale, not sharing his concerns with a fellow officer.

      To complicate matters Tony Danby had rung him at work at half-past four requesting an urgent meeting. The archaeologist hadn't gone into details, saying he'd prefer a face to face. Ray had wondered if it had something to do with the theft of the material from the burial ground, so he said okay, he'd be there at six. If Martin wanted support it had to be officialised – and quickly.

      His surveillance stint over, he drove home at five and decided to eat before he went to the university. It could be a late night with no chance even to pick up fish and chips. As he ate the first of two large bacon sandwiches at the kitchen table, Denise arrived back from her valeting service. She looked surprised.

      "Can't you wait for me before you start raiding the fridge?"

      He explained his dilemma with a mouth full of bacon.

      "Why don't you ring the archaeologist back and tell him you have urgent business to deal with at work?" she suggested.

      He smiled at her. She was as sensible and practical as ever. "I thought of that. But I've decided not to go looking for Martin after the meeting. To be honest I don't want to go to Pen Crags. Not tonight of all nights. I'm worried Martin might have run into problems. But if he wants my help he must phone and I've made that clear to him."

      "Can't you just let Martin get on with whatever he's doing?" Denise stated decisively. "He has to accept responsibility for his actions. You can't get dragged into this."

      Ray finished his bacon sandwiches and poured himself a coffee. It was already six o'clock, but he’d lost the impetus to leave. "Martin's become a bit of a loose cannon. I don't know what he might do. Over the past few weeks he's grown distant and even more hostile than usual if you touch the wrong button. He's hoping to crack a major case and be the sole prize winner, but I think he might put himself at risk if he starts hurling accusations around."

      "You're too good to him," Denise replied with feeling. "He doesn't deserve you. If he gets into bother he'll just have to learn from the experience. You can't spend your days being his moral conscience."

      "I feel responsible," he admitted. "I can't order him to stay at home in his free time and I can't prevent him from being stupid. I've a bad feeling something's gone wrong. But if he doesn't contact me what can I do?"

      "I don't want to see you anxious like this. You don't deserve it. Just go to your meeting," Denise advised. "If Martin doesn't ring he doesn't need you. You've given him his chance."

      He decided to take her advice. He got into the Volvo and left Tony a voicemail saying he would be half an hour late. As he was about to pull down the driveway Denise appeared at his window.

      "What's up?" he asked, suddenly worried again.

      "Phone me. Keep me in the loop. You promise?"

      "Okay, I promise."

      He pulled down the drive and set off across town, intrigued now by the meeting ahead of him. Martin would just have to cope as best he could.. But he couldn't switch off the nagging feeling something was seriously amiss. He willed Martin to phone: Call me – don't be an idiot – just make contact...
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        * * *

      

      Martin, Owain and Bronwen sat on an improvised couch of straw bales as the need fires burned steadily and the cattle and sheep to be kept through the winter were driven between them by the stockmen. Bronwen hooked her arm through Martin's as he had begun to feel unwell. Her physical contact seemed to rouse him and focus his attention on the fires.

      "What you are watching is the ancient practice that purified the animals and kept them safe and free from sickness during the dark months," Owain explained. "The fires protect them from diseases such as redwater fever and from attacks by malevolent spirits. The fire elementals are at one with us tonight." He rose and stepped towards the fires. "Now, Martin, it's our turn to be purified."

      Bronwen and Martin followed Owain as he walked between the need fires. Owain called Bryn and asked him to de-activate the protective circuit, as he didn’t expect more incursions from Stone Clough, feeling certain their young warriors would have little motivation to return.

      "They've met with a force beyond their imagining," Owain said with a smile. "George Metcalfe may bully them all he likes, but they won't be in a mood to hurry back here! We might now achieve closure on this conflict."

      Owain left them so he could join the stockmen and take the animals back to the village and see then safely into their closes and byres. When they had gone the remaining celebrants stood around the fires, banging drums and cymbals and chanting protective

      spells. A group moved away across the hillside, where they continued drumming and chanting.

      "What's the purpose of all the noise?" Martin asked.

      "It's done to drive away any harmful spirits which may be prowling about near the village," Bronwen explained. "It will go on till dawn. We do this because tonight is the start of the festival, when the spirit world overlaps with the world of living humans. These spirits are much stronger at this time of the year – and we don't want them meddling in our business!"

      "So you'll have to go through the exact same ritual this time next year?" Martin queried.

      "I think we've reached a point where we can make important changes." She omitted to mention that this was due to Owain's selfless labours in the parish. "During the coming year we must begin the task of guarding the spirit gateways to reduce the presence among us of harmful agencies. The gateway in Ludd's Castle is a priority, as it's used at the moment by all manner of disruptive entities and needs to be properly controlled."

      "I've spent very little time at Ludd's Castle," Martin admitted. "Was it once a temple, as some say?"

      She sighed. "That was long ago. It was abandoned during Athelstan's forays into Elmet and never much used since. The ancient altar stones were rescued and are kept in the basement at Low Rowan Hall. Owain wants to rebuild the temple when the old parish boundary is legally re-established. I'm told they're resurveying now, so we hope it will happen soon."

      "Why are you telling me all this?" he asked, feeling confused. "Until now we've been enemies."

      "Enmity is often caused by ignorance," she replied. "The more you know about us and our traditions the better you'll understand us. Perhaps then you'll see we can work together as friends."

      He was seized by an unexpected surge of emotion, as though an inner void had begun to dissolve and fall away. What was happening to him? Was he being brainwashed? He struggled to remember the reason for his presence there and recalled the recent beheadings, but somehow they seemed less important now. "I'd like to help you if I can," he heard himself saying. "I'd like to learn more about your culture."

      Bronwen smiled. "Whatever support you can give us will be most welcome. I'll discuss your offer with Owain."

      "I feel so at ease here," he admitted. "I've never experienced anything like your Samhain festival. I can see it belongs to a world that was more in harmony with nature."

      "A person can change in unexpected ways," she replied knowingly.

      They made their way slowly down the hillside, as fires were lit in the village hearths and in the massive kitchen ranges of Low Rowan Hall. He could smell the sweet peat smoke in the air. It was like visiting another country in a time lost to all but distant memories.

      "According to ancient custom we have a feast to attend tonight." She tightened her grip on his arm as she spoke. "You’ll be invited as our guest and will be a privileged witness to the celebrations."

      He smiled his thanks. "I'm looking forward to it."

      It was the first time he’d ever felt a true sense of belonging, even if the feeling was more idealised and emotional than arising from a blood connection. He belonged to the police force and got on well enough with most of his colleagues. But this present feeling wasn't like that at all. He was experiencing a sense of deep contentment. This was what it was like to be rooted. To grow in a place like a tree. A sacred oak or hawthorn. It was a revelation. It was something worth fighting for.

      If the place hadn't had such a turbulent past, the people here might not be so extreme. But that was what made them different. If he wanted to develop the connection he had to accept them as they were. Only then could he catch them out and put them in court. But he couldn't remember why he wanted to arrest them.
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        * * *

      

      Abby was busy in the kitchen. She’d printed some Italian recipes from the Internet and was preparing the first of these, a chicken margherita, which she could freeze if Martin was late back. She didn't want to watch TV on her own, because there was no one to talk to afterwards about what she’d been viewing and that reminded her of how lonely she was.

      She wanted to do something different, something that would surprise him and that he would enjoy. She couldn't think what else to do to bring a bit of life back into their relationship. When the food was cooked, she ate her portion and put the rest aside to cool. By now it was seven-thirty and she tried his mobile again, as she had been doing every half hour since five o'clock, but it was still switched off. The silence of the house enclosed her like a tomb.

      In desperation she phoned Ray's home number. It was Denise who answered.

      "Ray's gone to the university, love," Denise informed her. "One of the archaeologists made contact and wanted him there urgently."

      "But I don't know what to do!" Abby wailed. "I've made Martin a special meal but he hasn't come back to eat it. He doesn't seem to care what I do. He's supposed to be my husband and I just want him here with me!"

      "If Martin's gone out to Pen Crags again you'd do well to let him be," Denise advised. "From what Ray was saying there's a major fire festival going on there tonight and no strangers are allowed into the parish. All kinds of mischief's afoot at these times. That's where we get our tradition of Mischief Night from, though likely it's much darker stuff than what our kids get up to."

      "But Martin might be in danger!" Abby shrieked. "I must try to find him!"

      "Just listen to me a moment, love, before you do anything foolish," Denise cautioned. "A friend of mine went to a Samhain festival over the county border a few years back, thinking it would be no more scary than a holy well dressing, but she told me she'd never been so terrified in her life. She said there were phantoms wandering about and dead people lying on the roadside. She heard howling and screams and thought she was going to be abducted. She ran half a mile back to her car but it wouldn't start. She spent the night crying on the back seat while someone or something kept banging on the roof and peering in through the windows, cackling and wailing. She's never got over it. You be sensible, love. Stay at home. You'll do yourself no good by chasing after Martin, tonight of all nights. Martin has only to ring Ray if he needs help."

      Denise rang off and left Abby staring at a blank TV screen. She turned it on and hopped from channel to channel, but was too upset to make sense of anything. If Martin was in trouble someone should rescue him. But there was no one she knew who would go with her into the wilds of Pen Crags. The few friends she had would think she was crazy.

      At eight-fifteen she could bear the anxiety no longer. She put on her anorak and left the house. She took her Peugeot 307 from the garage and drove out of town, heading apprehensively for the hills to the west.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ray parked the Volvo and went straight to Tony Danby's office. He had no idea what to expect. All Tony had said was that Charles had some work for them to do.

      The large table in Tony's office was piled high as usual, with document wallets and stacks of student essays. The two men shook hands and Tony cleared a space for Ray to sit opposite.

      Ray apologised. "Sorry I'm late. I was held up with a work problem."

      Tony smiled. "I'm just glad you could come, Ray,"

      "I couldn't refuse. I'm intrigued."

      "Charles is recovering well," Tony began. "He still has problems remembering words. And he gets people's names confused. But he's full of life again and has become very demanding, wanting to know what's going on in the department. I have to provide him with a daily report, which is putting a lot of strain on me, as I'm already working seventy hours a week."

      "I don't see how I can help," Ray said. "I'm not a trained archaeologist."

      "That's not the issue. Charles has set his sights on a future excavation at Ludd's Castle," Tony announced, sounding more than a little exasperated. "He wants us to check it out tonight."

      "Because it's the fire festival," Ray replied.

      "Exactly. He wants to know what we see up there. He's got this notion that the place is some kind of gateway. He says, ever since he saw the guardian, he has dreams of wild places in what he calls the hills of old Elmet. Every day, as soon as he wakes up, he draws the images from his dreams and shows them to me each evening." Tony pulled an incredulous face. "These images are like Hieronymus Bosch on acid – scary, fantastical and disturbing. He wants to know if we see anything like them at Ludd's Castle, or if they're only accessible in altered states of consciousness. To be honest, I don't want to go up there, certainly not on my own. Then I recalled that you had seemed interested in the local folk tales. And I thought that tonight might put some flesh – that's perhaps not the right term – on the bones. Of course you don't have to go. It's something Charles has imposed on me. I'm getting to feel like his personal servant!"

      Ray sat in silence for a minute, deep in thought. "As you know," he said at last, "that place was said to be the entrance to hell. The phrase must have originated some time after the area was Christianised. It must have been a Celtic ritual site of some kind that fell into disuse, either because the monks forbade it, or there was too much conflict with incoming Saxons. Are we talking about pagan death rites here?"

      "We could be," Tony agreed, surprised by Ray's knowledge.

      "And the most important festival in the Celtic calendar is tonight."

      "You're right."

      "And if the dead can clamber out of their world at such a time you have to wonder

      what else might come with them."

      "Only one way to find out."

      "True," Ray said. He was deeply intrigued. "I think we should do it." He was stupid to worry so much about a rogue cop, who would probably reappear when he was ready and be angry about all the fuss...

      Tony got to his feet. "Let's go to the refectory and stock up with grub. It could be a long night."
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        * * *

      

      In the great banqueting hall a thousand dead ancestors feasted by the light of a hundred candelabra. Martin, sitting apart at a table on a small minstrels' gallery, observed the spectacle with Owain and Bronwen.

      Martin no longer wore his dark glasses. He expected, if he closed his left eye, that

      the shades of the dead would disappear, but they did not. His right eye also possessed the ability to see beyond the physical world. He wondered how this change had come about, but he said nothing to his companions.

      The feast was loud and lively, with greetings of kings and warriors, old friends and kinsmen. Flagons of mead and goblets of wine were raised in countless toasts and sides of beef and mutton were consumed with gusto.

      Music was played by harpers who moved among the tables and singers were called forth to give voice to ancient laments and lays.

      Although the language of the singers was Old Welsh, Martin found himself unexpectedly moved by the haunting quality of the music, which seemed to carry him into worlds that were both strange and familiar. Was he recalling memories from past lives, he wondered, or was he dipping into a shared unconscious? Would it ever be possible to say which was which?

      Bronwen turned to him. "Don't you think our culture is unique, Martin? Don't you think it's worth preserving?"

      "It's astonishing!" He qualified his comment quickly. "At least it is on this special night."

      He tried to recall his reasons for being in Pen Crags, but his determination to find evidence of crimes and to make arrests had been pushed aside by the atmosphere and

      spectacle of the Samhain celebrations. It was a world he felt drawn to, but he wondered if it was simply because his own was cheerless and depressing. Was he doomed never to be part of anything that was truly thrilling?

      "Don't you feel now that we should be left alone and not persecuted?" Bronwen asked with a questioning smile.

      He had to get his answer right, or this shrewd woman would unmask him. "I've no wish to prolong any conflict between myself and your community," he replied, almost believing the words as he said them. "We got off to a poor start, but I hope we can move on from that."

      "There may be a time in the not-too-distant future when your assistance will be required. Owain has plans to transform our parish." Bronwen glanced at Owain. "Would you be willing to work with us, Martin?"

      "I'd be pleased to help in any way I can." He added after a moment's reflection. "Provided it's legal, of course."

      She smiled. "Of course."

      But the people here, he knew, were on very thin ice where the modern legal system was concerned. They still seemed to have the mindset of lawless Border Reivers. He had come to Pen Crags to arrest them for something, but he could no longer remember what it was.

      "What happened to the injured fellow from Stone Clough?" He laughed. "You didn't cut off his head, surely?"

      "Oh no. He was taken to the old parish boundary and left for his friends to collect." Bronwen made it sound as if they’d been delivering a parcel.

      "Was he seriously hurt?" he asked, as much from curiosity as concern.

      "He'll waste away and die within a few hours with little sign of physical injury," Owain replied matter-of-factly. "No mortal, no matter how strong he may be, can withstand a blow from an Otherworld warrior."

      Martin was too shocked to speak for some moments. "But," he managed, "but I too was struck a blow by that warrior."

      "That's true," Owain replied with a glance of sad commiseration. "And now you are here at the feast with the dead."
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        * * *

      

      Abby drove along the narrow winding road in the direction of Pen Crags village. She glimpsed strange figures by the roadside. Beings that seemed to be made of string-like coils of energy, or leaves, or mist, hovered in her peripheral vision, or wafted across the landscape ahead of her. She dared not look at the figures too closely, in case she became distracted and crashed the car, or too unnerved to drive further. She remembered what Denise had said and resolved to keep going until she reached the village. Surely she could contact someone there who would help her find Martin.

      Rounding another of the seemingly endless number of hairpin bends, she slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop. The road ahead was blocked by a dark grey anonymous Luton van, with a large sign propped against it that read ‘ROAD CLOSED’. This was too much! She almost lost her resolve and gave up. But her determination kicked in again and her courage returned. "I will find him!" she said to herself. "I will find him!"

      As she struggled to turn around she nearly reversed the car into the roadside ditch as she caught sight of a pale, naked human-like shape lying on the narrow grass verge. The shape seemed as if it was made from lard, with no solid bones to enable it to stand. It

      lay there, its large dark eyes staring into the sky, then it lost its shape entirely and dissolved like melted butter into the grass. By the time she’d got the car turned it had completely disappeared except for its eyes, which lay like strange primeval life forms on the verge.

      She hated the idea of leaving the car after what Denise had said, but she had no choice, so she left the Peugeot in a field gateway and started walking. She could see the twin Samhain fires high on the hillside where people seemed to be gathered who were making a lot of noise. Shouts and the sound of drumming drifted down to her on the fitful breeze. People, she thought. At last! They would help her.

      Aiming for the Samhain fires she set off up the hillside. She knew they were part of an ancient festival from what Martin had told her. She just had to keep the fires in sight as she plodded up the steep grassy slope. A sense of curiosity began to steal over her.

      By the time she’d walked half way up the field she realised strange figures were moving around her, weird beings with long stringy limbs, thin bodies and featureless pinheads. Before she could scream they grabbed her and whisked her away at astonishing speed over the hillside, carried in a sort of swirling energy field, until she found herself in the centre of an ancient enclosure, which she assumed must be Ludd's Castle. The beings vanished.

      A dozen white crows appeared, circling the ringfort, flying low above the collapsed banks of the enclosure. As they flew a mist formed in their wake. She tried to escape, but the mist hemmed her in. It could only have been a couple of metres thick, but even though she seemed to run through it for minutes at a time, as soon as she stopped she found herself still in the ringfort. She panicked and began to weep.

      "Please – let me out!" she cried in despair. "Let me out!"

      A strange creature materialised in the centre of the enclosure. Shaped in the form of a basilisk, with scaly tail and reptilian claws, its forepart had the long sleek underside of a fish, but the elongated face was that of a man, with a tuft of black hair on the top of its head, luminous devouring eyes and a toothless fish-like mouth. The creature peered in her direction, as if sampling her scent through its moist, quivering lips. Then it stepped slowly towards her.

      Abby emitted a thin scream of terror and collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      Tony parked his Wrangler, then he and Ray walked briskly up the hill towards the ringfort, Ray clutching a Penang lawyer more for comfort than protection. Weird shapes and energy forms flitted across the slope in the moonlight.

      Tony glanced around apprehensively. "Even Bosch could never have dreamed up stuff like this!"

      "You can understand now what the Christians had to face in wild areas where the pagans weren't entirely in control," Ray said thoughtfully, gripping his stick tighter. "With a small population there'd have been great tracts of land that were never bothered with, where monsters and such existed undisturbed. I read Beowulf years ago when I was a student and I guess that's the kind of situation I'm thinking of. It was tolerated as long as these so-called evil spirits kept away from villages and sacred sites. If they got too close there was trouble."

      "I think you're right. I really do see now the necessity for those protective banks and ditches," Tony said excitedly. "Charles and I were theorising about their purpose the day he was attacked by that shadow thing. But they must have had more layers of protection at these sites back then – additional magical barriers – that we can only guess at now."

      "Out here tonight I see more than ever the limitations of rational thought," Ray said. "But you can't abandon it entirely or you really would go mad!"

      "If there was a pagan Celtic temple in the ringfort, this area would be under control and most of these weird entities would be shut into their otherworlds or driven off into the wilderness," Tony mused. "I hope one day we get the chance to excavate up here, as Charles wants, to establish the physical truth at least."

      They walked up the hillside in silence, Ray pausing to try to make contact with Martin, but still with no result. They watched the weird, unnerving spectacle of entities drifting across the landscape. They were never approached and surmised later that their combined energy field must have been sufficiently strong to repel them – either that, or the beings found them of absolutely no interest.

      "Will you be able to tell Charles that his dreams of wild Elmet were accurate?" Ray asked.

      "Definitely," Tony replied. "Some of these entities are very like the images in his drawings." He thought of his own strange dreams which had now ceased entirely. "I never thought dreams could reveal so much," he said, feeling awed.

      They located the decayed entrance to Ludd's Castle and stepped into the ringfort through trails of thinning mist. Abby lay unconscious in the centre of the enclosure. She was lying face downwards in the grass and breathing shallowly.

      "The stupid girl!" Ray exclaimed. "Who knows what danger she's put herself in coming here on her own! Let's get her to the hospital."

      They lifted her and carried her from the ringfort. She moaned a little and rolled her

      eyes. "Ray," she muttered huskily. "Horrors."

      "Hush, Abby. Don't try to talk." Ray advised. "You're safe now."

      "She's lucky we turned up," Tony said. "What would have happened to her if we'd decided not to venture out tonight?"

      "I can't bring myself to imagine!" Ray replied gruffly.

      "What on earth was she doing in Ludd's Castle?" Tony wondered in dismay.

      "Looking for her pesky husband," Ray said irritably. "He's obsessed with arresting the whole of ancient Elmet!"

      Ray abandoned all thoughts of finding Martin, who appeared to have decided he didn't want to be found. His colleague would just have to face whatever fate had in store for him, or what he had inflicted on himself through his intransigence.
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        * * *

      

      Owain and Bronwen gave Martin a guided tour of the smaller rooms on the ground floor of Low Rowan Hall, where family groups drank and conversed around the blazing firesides. They feasted on chicken and rich broth and drank strong, home-brewed ale. They seemed oblivious of Owain and Bronwen, but acknowledged Martin's presence with curious glances. In one room, the people beckoned him to join them, but Bronwen, who still had tight hold of his arm pulled him quickly away.

      "I assume these are the lay folk," Martin said, "with the gentry feasting in the big hall."

      Owain corrected him. "I wouldn't put it quite like that. These are the skilled artisans and workers in precious metals. The items these men made became the possessions of princes and great warriors. And, in our own time, they are the grave goods sought by archaeologists."

      Martin was moved by Owain's words. These were the people whose works filled museums, whose hands and skill had created the finely wrought items modern visitors shuffled past and gawped at. "When you see these people, Owain," Martin asked, "do they look like ghosts, or do they seem to have physical substance? They look very real to me!"

      "I see them as the people they once were because I'm an adept of the Celtic mystery schools, the same as Bronwen. We've been trained to see beyond the physical world. And at this sacred time the dead, to an adept, look the same as in their lifetimes. Hence their desire to feast for one night of the year." He placed his hand on Martin's shoulder. "But normally it's only the dead who can see the dead. Depending on an observer's abilities they may look like warriors or kings or merely wraiths."

      Before Martin could respond Owain and Bronwen steered him into an empty room at the end of the long ground-floor corridor. Owain closed the door behind them. His

      brothers Bryn and Dewi were already there.

      "This, Martin my friend, is how you can help us," Owain said with an inviting smile.

      "It's a special moment for you," Bronwen added. "From now on your fate will be tied irrevocably to ours."

      Bryn and Dewi approached him, their demeanour grim and resolute. Before Martin could react Bronwen let go of his arm.
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      As soon as Ray and Tony arrived at the hospital, Ray phoned Denise to let her know the situation. Then they sat in a corridor as the clock crept from one to three a.m. They didn't talk much, preoccupied with their reflections on the night's events. Every so often Ray tried both Martin's mobiles, but they were still switched off.

      At three-fifteen a doctor appeared and told them that Abby was suffering from shock and hypothermia, but was otherwise unharmed. She hadn’t been physically assaulted or raped.

      "Can I speak to her?" Ray asked, feeling relieved, but wondering if she would be too traumatised to talk to them.

      "She's under sedation and sleeping," the doctor informed him. "We'll know a bit more tomorrow if you'd like to give us a ring. We'll keep her under observation. There's no need to worry just yet."

      "Just yet," Ray repeated when the doctor had gone. "I wonder what strange stuff she's seen and if she'll ever get over it? She doesn't have her husband's tough emotional constitution."

      Denise arrived to sit with Abby. "The silly girl! What did she think she was going to achieve? She might have died out there if you hadn't found her! And what of her husband?"

      Ray shook his head: nothing.

      "Give me Martin's numbers and I'll keep trying. He needs to think of other folk once in a while!"

      Ray and Tony continued talking as they left the hospital. The night sky was overcast and a light drizzle was falling.

      "Thanks for keeping me company, Tony," Ray said gratefully.

      "Least I could do, Ray," Tony smiled. "We've had a strange night. It will be interesting to see Charles's reaction when I speak to him on Monday." He paused, looking thoughtful. "As we were sitting in there I was surmising what the entrance to hell became when the Celtic death rites stopped. I'm way beyond my comfort zone here, but I wonder if entities could get through only at certain special times of the year, like last night for example, or if they could use the portal at any time once the site was abandoned?"

      "There must be many points in the landscape that act as openings," Ray replied.

      "Ludd's Castle seems to be one, but there could be lots more. Maybe these entities have to be summoned on any other night than Samhain. It could be that most of the old portals are defunct from centuries of neglect. Perhaps it's just as well."

      "You've lost me now," Tony admitted.

      "Maybe I'm biased." Ray shrugged. "Put that down to my job. But I just don't feel we're ready for a pagan reawakening."

      "Don't you think it would be an amazingly enriching experience to be able to look into those times and experience them again first-hand?" Tony asked. "Otherwise it's all speculation and frustration."

      "You might see more than you were prepared for!" Ray laughed. "What would you do if you encountered an undine or a salamander? Or maybe even a Grendel-type monster!"

      "I'd be spellbound!" Tony laughed. "And terrified! But I'd be learning."

      "It would be an interesting change from hunting villains!" Ray decided. "But on balance I'd rather face a robber with a gun than Grendel! Perhaps we were lucky we didn't come across any man-eating monsters last night!"

      Ray tried Martin again, but could make no contact. He was troubled that a serving police officer should deliberately cut himself off for such a lengthy period. Martin hadn't been assigned – officially anyway – to covert surveillance, so he knew he had to be available for any emergency that might arise. He worried that Martin might find himself outmanoeuvred by men with a long history of outwitting opposition. However law abiding those people might claim to be recent events gave him cause for concern. He sighed. If Martin hadn't reappeared by the morning he'd have to organise a search.

      As they left the hospital car park in the Wrangler, Ray introduced a subject that had been on his mind for some time. "Could you let me know if any local digs come your way – I'd very much like to be a volunteer helper."

      "Are you retiring?" Tony asked in surprise.

      Ray pursed his lips and frowned. He found it hard to adjust to the idea. "I'm thinking about it."

      "We should keep in touch on that," Tony said. "But you'd be very welcome on any dig I'm involved with. Your detective's skills would be an asset, especially because you're used to assessing complex situations. In a sense we all have to be detectives when it comes to understanding the past."

      "It might be a natural progression," Ray mused, "from figuring out crime scenes to building up scenarios of the past. I'm looking forward to it."

      Ray left the university in the Volvo and drove across town, making a detour to Martin's neat little semi. The place was in darkness, but he rang the front door bell and peered in the uncurtained windows. There was no sign of life. Feeling more concerned than ever he drove slowly home. He made a cup of coffee and sat in the kitchen, pecking at the slice of apple pie Denise had left out for him. He tried Martin again. Nothing.

      Denise woke him at 7.30 when she phoned from the hospital. "What's happened, Ray?"

      He told her some of it, excluding the creepy walk up the hillside below Ludd's Castle and his talk with Tony about the pagan world.

      "There's nothing we can do now for Abby or Martin," Denise said decisively. "We'll have to see what the day brings. The most important thing is for you to get some sleep."

      Ray felt uncharacteristically desolate. "If I hadn't pushed him so hard and been so critical he'd be home with his wife right now."

      She did her best to lift him out of his gloom. "Come on Ray, love. You can't go blaming yourself for doing your job. You're supposed to be his mentor. If you ask me, Martin's always been his own worst enemy. He can't leave anything alone! I'm sure you've made him into a better detective, but you can't make him a different person."

      "I think I did though, without realising it," he replied sadly. "I woke up his ambition and he could be in danger of overreaching himself."

      " Get some sleep, Ray," she advised. " You're no use at sunset or moonrise if you're worn out."

      But Sunday morning brought no change. When Ray rang Denise at the hospital she informed him that Abby needed more rest, though she might be able to see visitors by Monday afternoon. Martin's phones were still switched off and Ray was becoming depressed. After a hasty lunch he decided to drive out to Pen Crags. He was about to leave the house when Tony rang, sounding excited.

      "You'll never believe this, Ray, but I've just been speaking to a guy from Pen Crags who wants to talk to the department about doing a limited excavation at an unnamed site in his parish. I asked him if it was Ludd's Castle, but he wouldn't say. All he would tell me was it depended on future parish boundary changes, which he understood would be in their favour. I was encouraging, of course. I said I'd arrange a meeting with department heads. I've no idea how the guy got my number."

      "Please keep me up to speed on developments," Ray said. "Did you get this guy's name?"

      "He said his name was Edward Williams. But future contact would be through someone called Bronwen Pryce, who will handle the detail. He gave me her number."

      "I'm intrigued," Ray said. "My money's on Ludd's Castle."
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        * * *

      

      Bronwen was walking towards him as he parked in the main village street and got out of the Volvo. She was obviously expecting him.

      "Detective Lumb was here for a while yesterday," she said in reply to his query. "He was concerned about the safety of our Samhain fires, but was satisfied we had everything under proper control."

      "Then he left?" Ray asked.

      "He did," she replied with a sad smile. "He said he had urgent work to begin in the interests of British security."

      Ray was taken aback and his suspicions rocketed. Martin would never have mentioned police business to a non-professional third party, and as far as he knew his colleague's official duties did not include anti-terrorism work. He studied her closely, but her body language gave nothing away.

      "He actually told you that?" he asked, unable entirely to hide his incredulity.

      "Well, not in so many words," she admitted with a defensive smile. "But he did imply it."

      He didn't know what to make of her comments, but he couldn't press her further, or she would realise the extent of his own ignorance. Perhaps Martin had always worked for MI5 and his job up here was his cover. Maybe Ms Pryce was his handler. In a world gone mad this was simply more insanity! But he knew his fantasy was as false as Bronwen's words.

      He changed the subject. "Any news on the boundary change?"

      "The surveyors start work here next week," she replied, obviously delighted. "We're hoping we'll get the land back that was stolen by Stone Clough. But," she added, looking

      gravely at Ray, "it's a matter that only the Ordnance Survey can decide."

      I'm sure it is, he thought, with a lot of persuasion from Edward Williams & Co.

      "I wish you success with that," he said with sincerity. "Have you ever thought of doing an archaeological dig at Ludd's Castle?" He watched her closely.

      "It's at the top of our wish list of future projects," she replied with a winning smile.

      Well, that's resolved one issue, he thought. But on the question of Martin's whereabouts he had to accept he’d drawn a blank. The truth was that Martin had gone to Pen Crags then disappeared. If an officer goes missing in the line of duty then a search would be the first official move. But Martin was pursuing a private agenda in his own time, pre-empting an official search until now. Bronwen had muddied the water nicely already: Martin had been there, then left. She was obviously lying. Martin had been there and vanished. He reported his colleague officially missing after being last seen 'checking fire safety' at Pen Crags. He awaited further instructions.
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        * * *

      

      On the Monday morning, to Ray's astonishment, the DCI revealed that Martin's Astra had been found parked on wasteground near the canal with the keys in the ignition and his letter of resignation, with immediate effect, on the driver's seat. The letter, which was flawlessly typed, apologised for the suddenness of his decision and gave ‘personal reasons’ as the cause. The DCI allowed Ray a ten-second glance at the letter. The signature appeared to be Martin's: neat, firm and uniform. Very easy to imitate, Ray thought.

      Why the detective had abandoned his career without giving the slightest hint to his colleagues was a question that remained unaddressed by everyone except Ray. But nobody paid any serious attention to the reservations of an ideosyncratic detective with one foot into retirement.

      It became clear to Ray that the DCI wanted to use Martin's departure as an excuse to form a new plain-clothes team. It was evident that too many recent cases had made painfully slow progress. It was also true that Ray's enthusiasm for routine police work had waned over recent months. And Martin had seemed primarily focused on the hotbed of criminality that thrived unchecked in his fictional version of Pen Crags. So yes, Ray admitted privately, it was time for a shake-up.

      It was no surprise when the DCI moved him to a desk job, liaising with SOCOs on volume crime cases.

      This nine to five position gave Ray more free time. Discreet investigations revealed that Martin had been out of the office and unaccountable for much of the past month. Had he been snooping in Pen Crags, or training for a new undercover role? On the few occasions they had worked on a case together his colleague had been noticeably tight-lipped. The more Ray learned about the possibility of Martin's double life, the more confused he became.

      Ray knew his former colleague's parents had divorced a few years earlier and were living with new partners, the mother in Aberdeen and the father in Nice. When Ray phoned them they told him they hadn't heard from Martin since late-October, when their regular weekly Skype calls ceased without any explanation. This was completely out of character. Martin's loyalty to his parents was something Ray had found touching.

      He came across an address for someone called Tilda Ridgeway, which Martin had given him as an additional contact when his parents split up. She was a friend of Martin's maternal grandmother and understood the family history, at least as far as the divorce. When Ray called on her, she painted a graphic picture of a young man obsessed with the mystery of Celtic heads. She mentioned he had seemed very tense and troubled and that she was worried about his bleeding eye, which had ruined her antimacassar.

      "I couldn't get the blood out," she told Ray as he drank a second cup of tea. "It burned right through the material."

      He had looked in astonishment at the length of cloth she held up to show him.

      His visit to Tilda made Ray even more perplexed. The image of Martin she’d presented didn’t accord with the type of prudent self-possessed man destined for a career as a government agent.

      After a week in hospital Abby seemed to have recovered from her ordeal sufficiently to return home, but was still receiving regular counselling. She was as mystified as Ray regarding Martin's disappearance. She told him that their joint current and savings accounts had been cleaned out, which had forced her to let their neat semi to a couple she knew in order to pay the mortgage. She was staying with a hairdresser friend, sleeping on her sofa.

      "It's not exactly ideal," she told Ray when they met in a local hotel bar. "I'll have to move out fairly soon. I just hope Martin will be happy in Ireland."

      "Ireland?" he echoed in dismay.

      "He bought a ticket in early November on the Cairnryan to Belfast ferry. It was there on the bank statement."

      "Did he say anything to you about Ireland?" Ray blurted out before he had thought his questions through. "Did you visit it together on holiday? Did he go there on his own?"

      "It's all a mystery, Ray." Abby shrugged. "But it's just like Martin. He never said a word to me about anything."
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        * * *

      

      Abby left the town in mid-December to live with an Italian chef in Lyme Regis who ran his own restaurant business. Her tenants told Ray they thought she had met him in an Internet chat room a couple of weeks after Martin had vanished. Ray received a letter from Abby, postmarked Dorchester, thanking him for his help over recent months and stating again her gratitude for rescuing her from ‘the horrors’ at Ludd's Castle. He never heard another word from her. The house continued to be let to a succession of young professionals as, in Martin's absence, the property couldn’t be sold.

      It seemed to Ray that Martin had dropped under everyone's radar and simply disappeared. It struck him that such a feat was surprisingly easy to accomplish, even for someone as relatively high profile as a cop. You just board a ferry as one person then disembark as someone else. All you needed it seemed was a pair of dark glasses. You had spy written all over you, so it was obvious you were taking the piss.
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        * * *

      

      Ray retired at the end of December with a sense of anticlimax and disappointment. The void left by Martin's absence was filled with sadness and increasing doubt. The circumstances were just too hard to swallow. He tried several times to speak with the DCI, but was finally and bluntly told to drop it: DC Lumb had chosen to go, end of story.

      But Ray couldn't leave it at that. He was unable to find his former colleague's notebook, so he had no idea how his final 'official' hours had been spent. There was no evidence on his work computer that his career might have been about to change; in fact the opposite seemed to be the case, with the detective supposedly busy following up leads in half a dozen ongoing cases. But was he? There was no hard evidence he had done anything. Nothing conclusive on the computer. And no notebook. He could have been anywhere.

      Martin may have been obsessed with potential law breakers in Pen Crags, but he had put nothing in writing in the way of his suspicions. So what had he been doing after his visit to the Samhain fires? Where had he spent that Saturday night? He hadn’t been at home packing his case for Ireland. Ray had seen that for himself.

      He felt reluctant to speak to anyone and either shut himself away in his garden workshop, or went for long walks alone on the moors. He bought himself a replacement Volvo Estate as he'd had to surrender his official one. He transferred most of his gear into it, including several walking sticks. He told Denise they were for ‘phantom bashing’.

      "How can you bash phantoms with a stick?" she had asked.

      "You can't," he replied. "But when you reach a certain point in your life you realise the world's full of such contradictions."

      "I wish you'd tell me what's worrying you so much." She looked at him anxiously. "Have you been speaking to the doctor? Are you hiding something from me?"

      He shook his head. "I'm finding it hard to adjust, that's all. But I'll get through it. We'll both have to be patient."

      There was something in her look that said she didn't believe him.

      The more he thought about Martin in Ireland, the more unlikely it seemed, in spite of a resurgent IRA. Had elements in Pen Crags played an unfathomably cunning trick on the county constabulary? What possible reason could they have for doing something so risky and bizarre?

      He was tempted many times to go to Pen Crags and demand the truth from Bronwen Pryce. He even set off driving there once, but changed his mind. He knew she would give him the runaround.

      The more time he spent by himself on the moors, the more he became convinced that he was failing to make a critical connection. But what could it be? He began compiling a list of all the carved stone heads he found and took photographs of each of them. He kept an eye on the remote moortop barns and abandoned farms, but no new head carving seemed to be taking place in any of them.

      He encountered a couple of guardians, both fortunately just thought forms. The first was up at High Rowan Hall – a grey-coloured thing with mean red eyes – and he chased it howling across the moor, back to the carved head that contained it in the tympanum above the door. The second was a very persistent dog-shaped shadow which seemed to haunt an old stone quarry. The shadow backed off in odd jerky leaps when he threatened it, but it returned and followed him until he’d walked beyond it's range. Then it simply vanished. He searched the old quarry for signs of a carved head, but could find nothing. He assumed it must be the residue of a long-abandoned guardian.

      He realised it wasn't the stick which had an effect on these thought forms, it was the force of his intent to turn the tables on them and drive them off.

      He wished Martin had confided more. They could have discussed so many things as they were both drawn deeper into the world of mysteries. But his young colleague hadn't enough trust in anyone but himself and had gone his own way.

      What had he been up to in those last days? What had he been thinking? Had he still been pursuing imaginary head hunters in Pen Crags? Had his visit to the Samhain fires been a pretext for other investigations? Had key figures in Pen Crags realised this and turned on him in anger? Had they set up the entire sequence of what followed: the resignation letter, the ticket to Belfast? It was surely unthinkable.

      But the fact that these thoughts were running through his mind brought them within the realms, if not exactly of possibility, then perhaps of mischance.

      An unexpected encounter with Bronwen Pryce when he was out on a moorland walk one frosty January day presented an opportunity to follow his thinking further. She was riding her pony near a fenced-off area of old coal pits. He found that she was disinclined to talk about anything, except the impending parish boundary change.

      "So this is what you get up to in your retirement, Mr. Blackshaw," she began, eyeing him hawkishly.

      "I've always found walking a useful way to solve difficult crimes," he replied with a disarming smile. "I think the natural rhythm helps intuitions come through."

      "But you're not solving them any more, are you?"

      "Only in my head."

      There was an awkward silence. She escaped from it after a tense moment. "You'll be interested to know that the Ordnance Survey have reinstated the 1851 parish boundary with immediate effect." She fixed him with a triumphant smile. "So we have had our sacred land officially returned to us."

      "That must be a great relief to you," he said with sincerity.

      When he asked her about the ongoing conflict with Stone Clough, she told him it

      was over.

      "Those petty-minded people have finally accepted defeat. We're looking forward to a period of peaceful creativity."

      He realised with mixed feelings that the fortunes of Pen Crags were in the ascendant and seized the moment: "What about the dig at Ludd's Castle? Have you managed to make any progress?"

      ""We're in talks with a Mr Danby, the university's senior archaeologist," she replied,

      hardly able to contain her excitement. "It's hoped a limited excavation can begin in the spring."

      "How limited?"

      "We're not sure yet. It might just be enthusiastic volunteers. But isn't it true to say that if you want to do something important, money is a secondary issue?"

      With a cheery wave she rode off across the moor.

      He watched her ride away. She had been a little patronising, but not hostile, which suggested a new confidence had been born in Pen Crags. They obviously felt less intimidated by incursions from Stone Clough. But his brief contact with Bronwen conveyed much more than that: no pressure from the police, firstly because he had retired and secondly – and, perhaps, more importantly – because Martin was no longer a threat.

      As he walked, his recent feelings of unease resurfaced. He didn't buy the idea of Martin involved with undercover work in Northern Ireland. His former colleague had shown promise and might have proved a resourceful detective after another few years under his tutelage. But he wasn't ready to move on and still had the capacity to be a blinkered blunderer.

      He couldn't ignore the feeling something serious had happened to Martin that night in Pen Crags. The rest was smoke and mirrors.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tony apologised when Ray phoned for not briefing him on progress.

      "It's been hectic. I was promoted, if that's the right word, from the first of January and I've been swamped with extra work ever since. Guess it's par for the course."

      "What's happened to Charles?" Ray asked.

      "Almost recovered. He's preparing to begin a short reading tour of selected American universities to promote his new book."

      "Great news!"

      "Yes, isn't it."

      Ray thought Tony sounded peeved. "Well, you're on your way now too."

      "Let's hope so, Ray. Let's hope so."

      "What's happening with Ludd's Castle?"

      "It's on. Zero finances sadly after the burial ground debacle. Four weekends from mid-May. Just myself, Annette from the department and as many volunteers as we can cope with. Except we haven't got any yet."

      "I'll be the first one then," Ray said.

      "Welcome aboard! We're liaising with Bronwen Pryce and Edward Williams from Pen Crags. Do you know them?"

      Only too well, Ray thought. "I know Bronwen Pryce."

      "Great. That's great. My secretary will email you with the details when they firm up. I'm looking forward to working with someone I can trust and who I now think of as my friend."

      So am I, Ray thought as he rang off. Trusted friends were rare in the modern world.

      After thirty years in the police he had to be honest and admit he had made only one: Steve. Denise, Fred Undercliff and Tony were the others. Not much to show for a lifetime passing through...

      Later that evening, sitting alone in his workshop listening to the rain lashing the windows, he thought of Martin and his comment about the little invisible beings that formed the metaphysical essence of the storm. He realised he would always think of Martin whenever the nights grew rough.
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      One Sunday afternoon in March, Ray and Steve walked over the remote Pen Crags moors. It was a glorious breezy day of sunlight and flying cloud and both men felt reinvigorated after weeks of February rain. Ray told Steve about the list he was making of carved stone heads and Steve was immediately interested.

      "We'll have to do some filming up here in the summer," he suggested. "See what we can get. Just say the word."

      "June," Ray replied. "I'm busy till the second half of the month."

      Steve was delighted. "You're on! I'll put you in my diary."

      They were less than half a mile from High Rowan Hall and Steve said he would like a closer look. As they drew nearer Ray realised that new building work had been carried out in the months since his last visit. His curiosity was immediately aroused.

      They approached the old Bastle House, noting the presence of the carved stone head above the door. They scrutinised the head in their field glasses.

      "It looks recent," Steve observed.

      "I agree," Ray confirmed. "There was a different head there last time I was up here."

      "How easy are they to remove from a location like that?" Steve asked.

      "The previous head was probably carved on a single block of stone. It would be fairly straightforward to replace one block with another. Heads found in dry-stone walls are sometimes stolen these days. I'm surprised I haven't come across any accounts of thieves being chased by guardians! I'm sure it could have happened."

      "Maybe if the thieves make the connection they'll put the head back where it came from," Steve suggested.

      Ray shrugged. "Let's hope so. But they probably just sell them to yuppies for garden ornaments."

      They moved away from the front elevation and inspected the ranges of outbuildings.

      Most were used as shelters for keeping cut bracken, which was still used by the Pen Crags stockmen as bedding for cattle. Some showed evidence of recent work to roofs and doorframes. Two of the buildings were secured with heavy chains and padlocks.

      "Can you pick locks?" Steve asked with a questioning smile.

      "Of course," Ray replied. "I'm an ex-cop."

      In the first building they found half a dozen squared-off stone blocks, supported by a lattice of rough wooden fencing rails.

      "I had a hunch we'd find something like this," Ray said gruffly.

      The second building contained two pairs of carved stone heads standing on an oak workbench, back to back, Janiform style. They examined the hollowed-out rear faces of the blocks.

      "Cavities for skulls I should imagine," Ray said. "Strikes me they're going to fashion some kind of site protection with these."

      They locked the outbuilding and walked around to the front of the Bastle House. Ray studied the sinister, almost sneering visage of the carved head above the doorway, an effect created by a slight downturn of the usual straight-lined mouth.

      "We should photograph it," Steve said. "But it might be best if we didn't get too near. We might trigger a guardian."

      "I think we'd have seen it already," Ray replied. "It's new and any guardian is probably dusk-activated, like the one you investigated last year. Most of the daylight ones have probably been abandoned by their creators and just left to fade away."

      Steve pulled a doubtful face. "I'm still not taking any chances!"

      They walked some distance away across the moor, where Steve set up his tripod and took several good shots of the carved head to add to Ray's collection.

      "That head looks decidedly mean," Steve commented.

      Ray looked at the carved head above the door. Somehow he had to get past it and into the Bastle House. There could be more carved heads in there and who knows what else. He had an odd feeling, as he stared at the place, that Martin had been there before him.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, as dusk was thickening in the evening sky, Ray positioned himself a hundred metres back from the main doorway at High Rowan Hall. He stared at the carved head in the roughly cut pediment. The expression on the stone face seemed definitely malevolent. After a few minutes he started walking towards the doorway.

      Although he was tense with expectation, the winged creature that appeared and flew straight at him took him completely by surprise. It looked like a pterodactyl, but with a hideous, ghost-pale human face that reminded him fleetingly of photos he'd looked at of Roland Hopwood. It came at him with great speed, emitting a chilling whistling sound like a high-pitched siren. As he prepared to fight the thing off with his stick, he stumbled over a large tussock of couch grass and fell on his back. The weird creature swooped away, circled above the Bastle House, then flew straight at him again.

      The idea flashed through Ray's mind that this was no ordinary thought form, but perhaps a soul guardian about to unleash a lethal attack on the astral plane. If so, he was surely a goner.

      He got to his feet and attempted to defend himself, but the Penang lawyer was no magical sword and he knew, suddenly and shockingly, that he was going to die.

      "Get away!" he yelled. "You have no power! You're only a phantom!"

      But his words were a lie and completely ineffective. The creature didn’t slow down for a moment, but hurtled towards him, whistling horribly, seeming about to rip off his head with its massive claws. He fell backwards again with a cry.

      Suddenly the guardian was gone. He had the fleeting impression of something else, an indistinct flying shadow, which hurtled across his field of vision and seemed to bring with it an inexplicable sense of intervention between himself and his attacker. He got to his feet and looked around.

      The wind blew steadily across the darkening moor. He was alone with the grass and the reeds, the heather and the emerging stars. The old Bastle House lay before him silent and brooding. Feeling deeply shaken he set off on the long – and he hoped uneventful – hike back to the Volvo.

      He wouldn’t be able to get into High Rowan Hall after dark. He had been a fool even to think of it. But the existence of such a powerful guardian suggested the old moortop building contained something certain persons in Pen Crags didn't want anyone to find. But it was a risky game they were playing. If a death occurred, the police would be involved and a doubtless inconclusive search of the moortop hall and its outbuildings would follow. However, at the moment he was just relieved the death wasn't his own.

      He’d been lucky. The more he went through the sequence of events the more puzzled he became as to what had actually happened. He had a definite impression of something passing between himself and the guardian. Whatever it was, it might have saved his life. But no matter how hard he tried he was unable to identify it.
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        * * *

      

      The archaeological dig at Ludd's Castle that May proceeded without any problems other than an occasional shower of rain. A group of six young men from Pen Crags joined Tony, Annette and Ray at 9 a.m.each Saturday and Sunday. Under Tony's supervision they began restoring the decayed bank and encircling ditch that was the first stage of the work agreed between Pen Crags and the university.

      Their numbers were supplemented by three additional Pen Crags men; Huw, Bryn and Dewi, who were pleasant enough and seemed to be responsible for overseeing the work, including the erection of a thick 1.5 metre high portal stone on each side of the newly-identified entrance. They were occasionally joined by a fourth man, very tall and darkly intimidating, who gave his name as Edward Williams. He appeared to have authority over the others and briefly conversed with them in what Ray supposed was Welsh.

      A trial trench was dug across the enclosure which contained a small amount of pottery that Annette provisionally dated to the late Iron Age. The original entrance yielded no finds, but was discovered to be oriented on the 1 November sunset around 300 BCE, a fact that greatly excited Tony.

      "Charles and I speculated that this might have been the case," he explained. "We thought a significant sunset could have been important for the death rites. He sends his best wishes to us from the States for a successful excavation, by the way."

      As Tony spoke, Ray noticed Edward Williams suddenly turn and shoot them a scowling glance. This was a man not to be treated lightly, Ray thought. He wouldn't have wanted to be in Martin's shoes if the young detective had crossed him.

      Ray made no contact with the people from Pen Crags. They seemed to have their own agenda, which didn’t conflict with the archaeological work. They appeared content to be guided by Tony and Annette when their help was required, but otherwise busied themselves plotting lines from the ringfort across the landscape with sighting poles. This activity was incomprehensible to Ray, but he worked away quietly and said nothing.

      He wondered if any of them, in particular Edward Williams, had realised who he was. No one gave any indication that he’d been identified. However he couldn't shake off the feeling that the Pen Crags team knew his name and former profession.

      The last two weekends were devoted to exploring a trial trench that the men from Pen Crags had dug across the centre of the enclosure. Tony, Annette and Ray began methodically removing the earth from the bottom of the trench. By midday on the first Saturday, material was being revealed.

      A flight of stone steps was carefully exposed which led a further two metres into the earth. At the bottom of the steps, several large, roughly-dressed stones were discovered that Tony thought were the collapsed remains of a small chamber.

      "It would probably have been a shrine," Tony explained. "Perhaps to the local earth goddess with Ludd as her consort. It may have contained an altar where images of the deities were displayed."

      As Tony spoke Ray again caught a hostile glance from Edward Williams. But the tall man never uttered a word.

      The stones were elaborately carved on all four faces with spirals, stylised male heads and what seemed to be serpents, or dragons. Annette photographed them while Edward Williams turned the stones over and brushed off the earth. He lifted the stones as if they were weightless and Ray was amazed by his physical strength. As he worked, the man seemed filled with restrained excitement.

      "These stones are ours," Edward Williams announced when Annette had finished her photography. "This community has unbroken continuity going back into pre-Roman times, therefore we have a right to claim any remains that date from that time to the present. I hope you'll be satisfied with the physical descriptions, the measurements and photos and so on. Please don't be tempted to leak any of this to the press," he added darkly. "This is a private excavation and not available for public scrutiny. I will require you to sign a confidentiality agreement, Mr. Danby, before we go any further."

      He produced a document from his leather shoulder-bag. "As you will note from this agreement any reports you may write will identfy this place only as, I quote: a privately-owned site in the north of England. In addition we would expect to receive copies of any articles that may be written or inspired by your department before they are submitted for publication. As you can see," he added with a fleeting smile, "we're doing all we can to benefit you, as well as ourselves."

      As Tony studied the document, Ray scrutinised the tall man. He seemed to possess innate authority, controlling his Pen Crags team with little more than an occasional word or glance. It was obvious he knew what he wanted the ancient ringfort to look like when their work was finished. Ray realised Tony's small team was little more than free labour for this man, with a bit of professional expertise thrown in. When Edward Williams had moved out of hearing he turned to Tony.

      "Who is that guy? What d'you make of him?"

      "I think he's one of the group that warned us off when we started the burial ground dig last year," Tony said. "There can't be two men of similar height and a 'don't mess with me' attitude living in such a small area."

      Ray wondered again if Martin had encountered this man. If he had, Ray felt he would have had a tough time of it. Men like Edward Williams did not tolerate fools or opposition.

      There was something else about the man that Ray was unable to pin down at first. He reminded him of a magistrate he’d once met when he was seconded to a neighbouring constabulary. This magistrate was also a racehorse breeder and owned a small estate that had been in his family since the late eleventh century. He was a person who seemed to get his own way through the sense of authority he embodied. In his case this authority was inherited and had an indisputable Norman-French lineage of nine hundred years. Was it similar with Edward Williams? Did his bloodline go back into the Hen Ogledd, the Old North, perhaps into ancient Gwynedd or Rheged?

      That evening he looked up the name and found it was the family name of Iolo Morganwg, the literary forger. He recalled that his former contact in Pen Crags had the same bardic name. Did these people enjoy playing games with outsiders, or was it a cultural trait, the product of the beleaguered Celtic mindset, developed over centuries of opposition? And who was this Edward Williams who seemed to be the local godfather? The man exuded the assurance of a Middle-Eastern warlord. What was his lineage? What were his motives?

      Ray's well honed detective's suspicions were aroused. Were they concealing some criminality in Pen Crags after all? Had Martin been on to it? He could see how easily his former partner could have been sucked into a game of cat and mouse with this formidable Williams guy. He would have to be on his guard.
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        * * *

      

      On the final weekend at Ludd's Castle, layers of broken pottery, dozens of pins and a few Roman coins were found beneath the collapsed stones of the ancient chamber. But the most spectacular finds were two skulls, one damaged, the other almost intact. Ray thought of Jacques Cadenet's description of the temples at Entremont and Roquepertuse with their guardian skulls and wondered if these two had performed a similar protective function.

      Tony and Annette took great care to note the different levels on which each item was found. They called Edward Williams, who strode across and looked keenly at the skulls.

      "We will want them," he said curtly. "Is it possible for you to give me an approximate date?"

      "They're very old," Annette said. "I'd say at a guess they're late Iron Age, which means they could be older than the coins. The best we can do is give you a date for them, plus or minus a hundred years."

      Edward Williams seemed satisfied. "What can you tell me about the pottery and coins?"

      After a cursory appraisal Annette thought the pottery ranged from pre-Roman to early mediaeval. "They're mostly quite plain items," she said. "I think they were probably made locally. Some of the earliest pieces are more ornate and might be imports from the Continent during Roman times. The coins date from the second to the mid-fourth centuries, before the Roman empire was threatened by the northern tribes and coinage disappeared from Britain. We'll have a better look at them back at uni."

      Tony felt the pottery, like the coins, could be votive offerings to the resident deity, or some might possibly have been libation vessels.

      "We'll be able to piece them together and date them more precisely in the lab. Pity we didn't find a figurine of the goddess, or of Ludd himself," he said regretfully. "I'm sure they would have stood here in the chamber."

      "They might have been smashed by Christians," Annette suggested. "That was Augustine's brief, wasn't it?"

      Edward Williams spent a long time examining the finds, listening in silence to what the archaeologists had to tell him.

      "Right," he said at last, "you keep all this at the university. What I want are photos and dates for typical pieces of period pottery and for the coins. And, of course, for the skulls, which I'd like to re-inter. Are you sure there's nothing left here that's going to attract nighthawks?"

      Ah, Ray thought, another clue. Did the man know about Pete Ford and Jim Cooke? He surmised that the burial ground guardian might have been created just to scare off nighthawks, not necessarily to attack the archaeologists, a much more risky adventure. But then, with a man like Edward Williams, you could never be quite sure.

      Reassured that there was nothing of value left at the site, Edward Williams seemed pleased. "You've done well," he congratulated them. "It's more than I'd hoped for. Find out what you can and get back to Bronwen Pryce."

      At five p.m. Ray shook hands with a very satisfied Tony, while Annette took photographs of the site.

      "We've had a rare privileged glance into the entrance to hell!" Ray said with a smile. "I wonder if those skulls were intended to keep away evil from this world or perhaps also from the underworld. We saw plenty of weird stuff up here last year – and it had to come from somewhere."

      Tony nodded thoughtfully. "All I know at the moment is that Robert Moorhouse was right. A pagan Celtic temple did once stand here. I'm only sorry Charles missed it all. But at least he can look at the finds."

      He signalled to Edward Williams that they were leaving. The tall man strode up and shook Tony's hand.

      "We'll take over now as agreed and restore the ancient temple," he said. "We have

      the most reliable designs to base the restoration on. You have the record of the dig and all the finds. I'll send you more photographs when the restoration is complete – just for the record, you understand. And no contact with the press!"
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        * * *

      

      Three months later, when Ray visited Ludd's Castle on one of his moorland walks, he found his progress checked by a hand-painted sign, which stated ‘DANGER – KEEP OUT’. What could be dangerous about a sacred site at the edge of the moors, he wondered. It was surely just a device to deter the curious.

      The restoration work was considerably advanced. He had approached the site from the moors to the east and the place took him by surprise. It was so changed, he hardly recognised it as the site he’d helped to excavate only a dozen weeks earlier.

      Twelve roughly-hewn standing stones, each a little over a metre in height, had been erected in an ellipse along the restored enclosing earth bank. In the centre was the temple building, carefully oriented on the south-west entrance portal.

      As he stepped between the portal stones he felt a distinct tremor, like an electric current, pass through his entire body. The experience left the exposed skin of his hands and face tingling with a kind of prickly-heat sensation. So this, he realised, was the reason for the warning sign.

      He could see no visible source of current generation, but deduced that the charge was in the standing stones themselves, as each time he passed his right hand between a pair of monoliths he felt the charge in his body increase. His arm began to throb and he rubbed it vigorously, in a futile attempt to relieve himself of the pain. He wondered if the current was generated by some kind of group ritual, like drumming or beating the stones with sticks like morris dancers' batons? And what would happen when the charge was maximised? Would it be capable of creating a force-field in the enclosure that altered the celebrants' perception? Would they be able to see beyond the physical world?

      He approached the temple, which was a simple, stone-lined chamber set deep in the earth, constructed from the carved stones they’d found earlier. A stone altar, built from similar stones, occupied the interior. Chamber and altar were reached by an impressive flight of stone steps, carefully relaid and extended on both sides. But what struck Ray most forcefully was the carved stone head that was set in the chamber's facade. He studied the slightly sinister-looking head for some minutes, as thoughts raced through his mind. Then he left the enclosure and walked on the moor, waiting for the afternoon light to fade.

      An hour later, as the first hint of dusk darkened the eastern horizon, he once again entered the enclosure and approached the temple.

      "Martin!" he called in a stern commanding voice. "Come out and do your worst!"

      No sooner had his shout died away than a dark, amorphous shadow seemed to detach itself from the carved head and hurtle across the intervening space towards him. Just when it seemed the shadow would envelop him, it stopped and a huge, unearthly sigh rose into the evening air. Then, in the blink of an eye, the shadow was gone, vanishing back into the carved head.

      Ray sat among the bushes outside the enclosure. The September moon rose in the east, illuminating the wide tract of nearby moorland. The wind frisked gently in the grasses by his feet. But he was oblivious to the tranquil normality of the scene.

      At first he was overcome by a sense of outrage. He felt impelled to drive to Pen Crags village and demand the truth from Edward Williams. Did the fellow imagine he could get away with this monstrous deception? What authority did he think he possessed to flout the law in such an outrageously barbaric manner?

      After a while reason came to his rescue. What would a confrontation achieve? The temple guardian would simply be deactivated and any wrongdoing denied. He had no

      objective proof to back up any accusations. He ran the risk of being arrested for harrassment. And what of this Edward Williams? He didn't exist. No one would admit to knowing him.

      Was Martin's head or skull hidden in the newly-built temple? Was it enclosed in the stonework or buried beneath the altar? Could he find it? If he had still been a serving officer he would have been able to tape the place off as a potential crime scene and place a police guard. But what would that achieve? This Edward Williams was far too smart to be caught so easily. By the time SOCOs arrived any evidence would have been removed. There was nothing he could do.

      But his anger didn’t fade. He made a mental resolution then and there to call this Edward Williams to account if ever he had the chance. But he knew it was a vain hope.

      After a while he stood up. "Martin," he called, "take good care of the innocent on these moors and do what you will with the villains. I'm sure you'll see to it that justice is done."

      With that he set off through the encroaching darkness on the half-hour hike back to the Volvo, feeling a sense of furious impotence, which gradually changed with each measured stride into a profound sadness that he knew he could never possibly erase.
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