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IMPORTANT DISCLAIMER

The rituals, invocations, and spiritual practices described in this work are derived from historical texts and traditional sources for the purpose of creating an authentic narrative experience. While these elements are based on documented historical practices and beliefs, including but not limited to ancient religious texts regarding the summoning of djinn and similar entities, they are presented here in this story solely for entertainment purposes.

The author makes no claims regarding the efficacy, safety, or validity of any ritualistic or spiritual practices described within this work. Any attempt to recreate or perform such practices is done entirely at the reader’s own risk and discretion. The author, publisher, and all associated parties expressly disclaim any liability for any consequences, whether physical, psychological, spiritual, or otherwise, that may arise from attempting to reproduce any practices described herein.

This work is a work of fiction.  While it incorporates elements from historical and spiritual sources, it should not be considered an endorsement of any particular belief system or practice. 

Readers are advised to approach all content as intended: for entertainment purposes only 

- The Author.
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FOREWORD

Had anyone suggested to me in the early days of 2025 that I would shortly pen a Gothic horror/tech-horror novel, I'd have lost good money betting against the outcome. Mind you, at that time I hadn't yet availed myself of the chance to visit the Victorian home of a successful businessman and early settler to New Zealand in a suburb of Auckland, New Zealand.

I'm not personally inclined towards supernatural explanations for unusual phenomena or experience. So when I did visit the house in question, and had a somewhat curious experience, I merely accepted that I had insufficient information to form a reasonable explanation, and was happy to leave it at that. However, walking with my partner afterwards – and somewhere between my first and second coffee of the morning - a story idea began to grow.

I've been a curious onlooker down the years at the way people of various times and cultures have endeavoured to make sense of their world, especially with respect to how different eras chose to frame their stories. The early mythologies often featured huge and various beasts (later picked up with relish by HP Lovecraft with Cthulhu and its ilk), followed by the Gothic efforts of EA Poe, Mary Shelley, and Bram Stoker among others. Nowadays it's not uncommon to find that our modern technologies - or tech-futures themselves - address our appetites for horror with little aid required from the strictly supernatural (Terminator, Jurassic Park, Alien, Life).

Then came my caffeine-fueled question: What if - a story could stitch a line between these epochs? And that's how The Cursing of Flora Willoughby began. Between that day and the release of this book has been a journey of sorts. Irrespective of my own beliefs, I write to entertain, and I found the challenge of doing so outside my comfort zone has been simultaneously uncomfortable, and rewarding. 

Thank you for your interest in this book. May it reward your time with genuine chills and perhaps a sleepless night or two.

Clive Gower-Collins.  Auckland, New Zealand.  December 2025




Prologue – Whispers at Gravenmere

The monthly committee meetings always left Nigel Haddington drained, tonight's gathering in the ornate drawing room having stretched past ten as usual. Held in the ornate drawing room, with its high ceiling and wood-panelled walls that seemed to absorb sound as eagerly as they absorbed the warmth from the fireplace, they always dragged on too long. The volunteers, buoyed by the grandeur of their surroundings, rarely wrapped up before ten. By the time Nigel locked up, it was closer to ten-thirty. He wasn’t as young as he used to be, and tonight had taken a real effort.

As always, after escorting the last of the committee to their cars, Nigel began his rounds, starting at the top. Gravenmere, a sprawling Victorian-era stone manor house once a beacon of the Harcourt family's wealth, now slumbered in silence, its honey-coloured stone walls pale against the encompassing darkness. He often preferred it like this, without visitors, quieter and more dignified. The house’s age seemed to speak louder in the stillness, the old beams and floorboards sometimes groaning as if in conversation with the night.

He had just crossed the attic landing when something outside caught his eye. Among the scattered rectangles of amber light pooling on the gravel drive, one window was dark - the kitchen. The sight tugged at him quietly. Odd. He didn’t remember turning the kitchen light off after preparing tea for the committee. Mind you, at his age, forgetting things was hardly a cause for surprise. With a shrug, he continued his rounds, his steady footsteps echoing faintly as he walked the attic spaces.

Nigel paused, as he always did, by the small, dimly lit room where he knew that Beatrice Harcourt had spent her last days. The memory of her decline with cancer seemed to linger here, and the tiny room’s cramped, stuffy atmosphere felt oppressive, even now. Percy Harcourt, ostensibly shattered by his wife’s illness, had got a live-in nurse, and moved Beatrice to this room during the final stages of her illness, reasoning that it was quieter, and warmer away up here. But Nigel always felt unsettled – even a little sad – by this pokey space. It wouldn’t have been a good place to die.

He shook his head, flicking off the porcelain light switch - remnants of the house's first electrical installation in the early 1900s, their smooth, cool surfaces so much nicer than the modern plastic ones. He finished the attic level and continued downstairs. Once the house was locked up, Nigel walked around to his car, thinking about the historian the committee had just resolved to hire to catalogue newly discovered Harcourt family records, and rewrite Gravenmere’s story. Smart young lad from the looks of his resume. He also came highly recommended. Haddington nodded to himself in satisfaction. Hopefully this project would stir up some fresh interest in the place, and the all-important visitor numbers. He focused on getting his key into the Jaguar’s lock, wishing again for an exterior light by the car park. He must remember to raise that next month with the committee.

Had he looked back, he would have been concerned to wonder how on earth he had apparently managed to forget to turn off the small light in Beatrice Harcourt's attic sickroom.  No. He’d have been certain he’d turned it off.

Seconds later, he most certainly would have been concerned when the light flickered once and then went dark, as though the house had drawn a deep breath and settled once more into dark silence.

❖❖❖




Chapter 1 – The Historian’s Arrival

Edward ‘Ned’ Woodley slowed his motorcycle and turned from the quiet road at the edge of town onto a narrow gravelled driveway flanked by two stone pillars, and followed its curving ascent between the close trees. His exhaust thudded back from the mix of ancient oaks and Yews, and a few moments later he emerged from the gloom of the trees and into an empty gravelled space in front of Gravenmere House that served as the visitor car park. To his left, the old three-story manor house loomed, its steep gables - the triangular peaks of the roof-line - casting angular shadows in the weak morning sun, giving the facade the appearance of a stern face watching his arrival. A place dense with the weight of history. He swung the machine around, expertly coming to a stop, then backed up until the rear wheel brushed the white paving marking the edge of the lawn.

He took off his gloves, then helmet, catching a glimpse of himself in the mirror as he did so. His reflection grinned back at him. As always, the thrill of the ride still buzzed in his veins. This, more than the quiet allure of historical research, was his real freedom. He pocketed the key, hung his helmet on a mirror, and climbed off the machine. He was a little early. He looked at the building with interest. He’d been here before. Gravenmere, was the sprawling historic home built in 1860 by Percy Harcourt, one of the wealthiest landowners in 19th Century Bedfordshire. Harcourt had made his fortune as a trader in British metal goods to Holland, and then woollen cloth, lace and wine in the return direction. As such, the home was on the outing itinerary for every junior school for fifty miles in any direction. Ned had been just ten years old when he was last here. If he was honest, he couldn’t remember much from his school trip and it felt odd to be here now again as an adult, ready to contribute to its ongoing story.  He looked casually about him - the quiet only punctuated by an occasional burst of birdsong filtering from among the trees, and the gentle ticking sounds from the cooling motorcycle engine. 

He turned towards an angled brass plaque on a post a few feet away and made his way over. It told visitors the origin of the name Gravenmere. Ned brushed a couple of dead, damp leaves from the plaque. It was short and sweet, merely explaining that “Graven” came from “graf” (Old English) meaning grove or wooded area, and “mere” meaning lake or broad river. Ned looked around, but the trees were too dense to show where the river wound by about 200 yards down the hill to his south. Gravel crunched crisply beneath his riding boots as he strolled over to the house. At the front steps he unslung his backpack and sat down.

On the other side of the car park, his motorcycle shone in a new patch of early sunlight. He loved that bike. A little slower than he’d sometimes like - it was only 500cc - and like many of its era, dripped its fair share of oil on the garage floor, but it was the one on which he’d polished his roadcraft. She’d carted him back and forth from the university for almost five years now, almost without complaint. Maybe if this contract historian gig worked out, he could think seriously about a new machine, instead of endlessly browsing motorcycle traders’ websites and staring at bikes he couldn’t afford. 

He idly brushed a crease from his trouser leg thinking that if you’d asked him six months ago what he’d be doing, apart from finalising his Master’s thesis - “The Impact of Local Economic Policies on Merchant Classes in Late 19th Century Bedfordshire” - he couldn’t have told you. His supervisor, Professor Gregory Ashford had changed that. Ashford was a respected academic, known for pushing his students to be ruthlessly methodical. Ground-breaking work wasn’t his concern, but precision was. Nevertheless, even he had become frustrated with Ned’s persistently safe approach to research. In a bid to overcome this, he’d tasked Ned with writing a journal piece on Percy Harcourt, offering to use his local influence to get it published. It was often in such ways that students make their entry into the ranks of practising historians - and Ned was actually a thorough researcher, and excellent logician, if cautious to a fault. Ashford’s ulterior motive was that he knew that Harcourt’s story was replete with scandal, and writing the piece might just force Ned to tackle the controversy. 

It had worked. Sort of. The article had caught the collective eyes of the Gravenmere Historical Society, and the Historical Branch of Bedfordshire County Council – but to Ashford’s dismay, Ned had managed once again to side-step the controversy, or at most, deal with it rather obliquely. 

Ashford may have been disappointed, but Ned wasn’t. A couple of weeks following its publication, Ned got an email from Gravenmere custodian, Nigel Haddington, inviting him to a meeting with the committee. There he’d learned that the Society had received a set of old family records from a descendant, and enough funding to employ a contract historian for 3 months to catalogue these, and write a fresh, updated account of Gravenmere’s history. Ned was elated. He knew that these small, often unassuming, contracts nonetheless sometimes opened doors to bigger things. Not just bigger motorcycles. 

A persistent crunching from the tree-lined driveway announced an arrival, and moments later an  old Mk.IV Jaguar emerged, its chrome bumpers and rounded lines harking to a much earlier era. Ned caught a brief glimpse of the curator’s smiling face and quick wave, and then it was gone passing around the corner and out of sight. He picked up his bag and followed the old car. He didn’t go far. Just around the corner were two spaces marked with small painted wooden placards: STAFF ONLY. Haddington smiled and pointed. 

‘Morning Ned. You can use that other space for your motorcycle if you like.’ 

Haddington’s shoes made soft tapping noises on the polished wooden floors as he walked Ned into the building through unlocking doors and turning on lights. He looked back over his shoulder -

‘Don’t worry about remembering any of this, I’ve made up a sheet with instructions. I’ll give you that with a set of keys and alarm codes when we’re done.’

‘Thank you.’ Ned said. He’d just been wondering how he was going to remember everything. The house felt like an absolute labyrinth of short dark passages. Weird angles and a wide range of building materials told the story of a house which had grown organically over decades, like a living thing, with new wings and extensions added as Harcourt's fortune and family expanded - creating the architectural equivalent of growth rings in a tree, each section telling its own story of the era in which it was built.

 Haddington waved Ned to a chair beside his desk in the custodian’s office on the ground floor at the front of the house. Haddington's fingers swept across his desk, but not before Ned caught sight of a yellowed diagram, its margins crowded with spidery notations. When their eyes met, the custodian's habitual grandfatherly warmth faltered, replaced by something watchful, before the practiced smile took its place. He looked at the young historian - taking in the motorcycle jacket with approval.

‘I used to ride in my younger days.’ Haddington smiled at the memory. Ned nodded out of politeness. ‘Had a Velocette back in the day - lovely old thing, though nothing like yours, I'm sure.’ 

Ned would hardly have called his motorcycle ‘modern’ - well barely, but it would seem unnecessarily rude to point this out, so he just nodded again, and returned Nigel’s smile. Haddington’s gaze dropped to a cardboard packing box about three-foot square. 

‘Anyway, so those are the records we told you about. In the next room along is our archives.’ He gave a wry grin. ‘I’m afraid that’s just a fancy name for four filing cabinets - and more boxes.’ He gestured to an empty shelf space. ‘Leave your things there and I’ll show you around.’

The next hour was taken up with a tour of the house, punctuated by a series of Haddington’s passionate anecdotes. Except where there were windows, the light from overhead was seldom more than an uneasy glow from a single bulb that barely reached the floor, that struggled to push back the gloom, its feeble reach faltering before it could chase away the encroaching darkness. At times, the shadows along the edges seemed to thicken as they walked, stretching and pooling like spilled ink, swallowing the edges of the light, as though the corridors led somewhere further than the eye could track. 

Haddington showed him every part of the house and grounds. He saved what he had called Beatrice Harcourt’s sickroom for last. Up on the top floor, Ned had to duck beneath the slope of the roof, his jacket brushing against the low rafters. The air hung heavy, clinging to him like a damp shroud, laced with the sour tang of mildew and something older, faintly metallic - a smell that didn’t belong to rot alone. The occasional faint creak broke the silence, the weight of the house settling in around them. Haddington then gave him the bare bones of Beatrice’s story. 

‘Sounds awful.’ 

Haddington gave him a long look, his lips pursed. Finally he shook his head.  ‘I’m afraid that wasn’t the worst of it, my boy. Harcourt married the nurse, Flora Willoughby, within a month of his poor wife’s death.’ He stopped, and looked slowly around the tiny room. ‘I’ve always hoped that poor Beatrice had no idea... stuck up here, and...’ He tailed off, his voice quiet.

Ned shifted his weight. ‘Yeah, that’s a shame,’ he muttered, more to fill the silence than out of real sympathy, not quite meeting Haddington’s eyes. The truth of it was that he wasn’t really the type who got all worked up about such things. Facts were facts. But he couldn’t help observe that the old custodian seemed to be really moved by this. 

 Haddington led their way back down past panelled corridors, lined with period furniture and paintings. ‘This way.’ He gestured to a narrow set of steep stairs disappearing into the gloom. ‘Servant’s stairs.’ He explained, and led Ned back down, and paused near a small eight-by-eight room adjacent to the kitchen.

‘Used to be the creamery - a cool room where dairy was once processed and stored in the years before refrigeration. Until we get funding to restore it, I've set it up for you to use as a workspace, and it’s cool enough that it won’t affect the records. We fixed the damp.’

Ned looked inside. The plaster walls had aged to the colour of old parchment, their surface mapping decades of damp in patches that crumbled at a touch, releasing the musty scent of stone and time. ‘Set it up’ seemed to largely consist of the exposed power cable that wound through the gap in the door like a pale grey vein, ending in a plug board connecting the cool, dim space to the rest of the house. A lone bulb swung faintly, casting a pale light that couldn’t quite fill the room. There was no window. 

Haddington pointed to the flex. ‘I’m afraid we’ve very few electrical outlets down here, so that’s your only source of power – plugs to the kitchen next door.’

Ned took in the old, but serviceable desk and chair. ‘It’s fine. Really.’ And he meant it. After all, he’d only be here a few weeks, and up at the university he’d always had to share. At least this, modest as it was, was all his.

A half-hour later Haddington stood on the front steps and waved goodbye as Ned’s motorcycle rumbled into the dense tunnel of the trees, the sound quickly swallowed by stillness. Haddington stared for awhile after the motorcycle was lost to sight. He seemed like a nice enough young chap. Not a lot to say for himself, mind you. That was so often the way these days with youngsters. Happiest with their heads down focused on their mobile phones. He shook his head slightly as he went back inside. Well, Ned would return tomorrow and then the real work could begin.

❖❖❖




Chapter 2 - Threads

Alone in his upstairs bedroom, Ned sat hunched at his desk, the space illuminated only by a solitary desk-lamp and the spectral blue-white glow of his laptop screen. The harsh light carved shadows across his face as he pressed his knuckles deep into his eyes until sparks of colour bloomed in the darkness. His shoulders ached with the familiar tension that he knew always accompanied the start of a new project. He had a love-hate relationship with building his work-flow for any new history project, but he knew it was worth investing the up-front time. He loved seamless integrations, and being thorough now would help his ability to focus his mind on the important things as he went on, and of course, everything would be safely backed-up. Yet, no matter how he approached it, he inevitably found the establishment phase a chore. 

Dinner with his grandmother, Clara Woodley, had been a little rushed, but he knew she understood. She was his most fervent supporter and held enormous faith in his abilities; even if things like his work-flow descriptions went right over her head. He’d also tried to ignore texts from his two best friends Dave Tilbury, and Sally Winnington. Students both, Dave was doing his Master’s in Fluid Dynamics, and Sally was nearing the end of her Bachelor’s in Anthropology. They had persisted in seeking a response, keen to know how his gig was coming together. In the end he’d posted to a shared chat-group to ‘leave me alone’ promising to meet both on Saturday morning for coffee at their favourite Boho coffee shop; well actually, it was Sally’s favourite, but Dave and Ned had given up trying to affect that decision a while back. He stretched his arms as far as he could reach above his head and the chorus of cracking sounds felt deeply satisfying. He promised himself that he’d spend another five minutes to check what he’d done, then hit the shower. 

Ned had built a seamless research environment, one that blurred the lines between his devices and his daily workflow. He’d been among the first in his department to see the power of harnessing emerging technologies in his research. With a few permissions granted, Aetheris - his preferred AI-assistant with an emphasis upon empathy - now managed his Trello planning boards, calendar events, email reminders, documents, spreadsheets and many searches, effortlessly syncing everything to the cloud. Whether it was scheduling interviews, drafting research notes, or setting subtle reminders, Aetheris handled it all, making sure every piece of information was accessible at a moment’s notice. Ned loved it. Efficient, organised, and always up-to-date.

He nodded to himself. He’d done as much as he could. Now when he fired up his laptop at Gravenmere on Monday, everything he did would operate on the basis of ‘a place for everything, and everything in its place.’ A sentiment with which his grandmother would approve. He’d been somewhat surprised to learn that Gravenmere was without any form of internet connection whatsoever. Haddington had explained that several companies tried; cable and wireless. In the end they agreed that something about the old materials, perhaps the stone, creates interference. Engineers couldn't explain it, but there you are.  The thought of working that way stirred a slight sense of unease. Maybe it was just the idea of being cut off, after becoming entirely reliant on the set-up he'd painstakingly built here. Anyway, Aetheris would keep things on track once he logged back in each evening at home.

❖❖❖

The following morning, Clara Woodley watched through the small window to the side of her front door as Ned pulled away on his Benelli. As the motorcycle’s sound faded up the street, she felt proud; she always had. She'd not hesitated for a second when she sold the house she and her late husband had lived in for close to forty years, purely so she could afford to help Ned go to university. Not that she'd ever told him that. The memory of signing those papers still brought a tightness to her chest - not regret, but a fierce, protective pride that had sustained her through the quiet mornings when the smaller place felt too close without William’s presence. No. She’d stuck to the story that the old place was now too much work to keep up. Not exactly untrue. Like others, she knew Ned for the cautious soul that he was, but whereas some - like his professor - had seen fit to try their hardest to force a change in her grandson, Clara was content to wait; firm in her belief that everything was just a matter of time. Or the right girl. For awhile there she’d hoped that his friendship with Sally Winnington might lead to something. Nice lass that one, smart and with a reputation for hard work. Sadly, it seemed that they were destined to remain just friends. Anyway, everything good takes time, she reminded herself. And, unlike many of his age, he never brought any trouble home. She let the lace curtain fall back into place, then stood for just a moment longer than necessary before returning to her kitchen.

 ❖❖❖

Ned parked his motorcycle next to the red Jaguar at the side of Gravenmere. He gave it a quick look over. Nice. Not that he was any kind of a car guy at heart. But a classic was a classic. Inside, the scent of old paper and wood polish hung in the air of Nigel Haddington's office, where time seemed to move more slowly than in the world outside. Haddington, ensconced in a leather chair that had moulded itself to his form over the years, was lost in the morning paper. He startled slightly at the soft tap on his oak-panelled door, the newspaper crinkling in his hands.

‘Hello?’

Haddington stood with a smile. ‘Come in, lad. Come in.’

 While Ned put his kit on a vacant buttoned-leather chair, Haddington gestured to a tea tray bearing a couple of cups on their saucers, along with teapot, milk jug, and a sugar bowl. 

‘Can I fix you something?’

‘Please - just with milk thanks.’ With the tea formalities in hand, they turned their attention to the contents of the box Ned had been shown the previous day.

‘Quite a find, this.’ Haddington explained. ‘A  descendant of Percy and Beatrice had been keeping this in their attic. Apparently they’d planned to write it all up. But I’m sure that you know how that story goes - best intentions and all that. People have lives, they get busy.’ Ned smiled politely, pen poised above a simple notebook. Haddington continued, ‘She had to move into a retirement home. Health reasons, if my memory serves me. Anyway, the woman’s daughter contacted us to see if we wanted it. Naturally, I accepted. I imagine otherwise the family was on the verge of adding this to stuff they were sending to the dump.’ Ned was pretty sure that the old custodian had just shuddered.  ‘So... here we are.’

A shadow of concern crossed Ned's features. ‘As you say, probably a bit of a close call.’ He gestured with the pen. ‘So, what’s inside?’

Haddington carefully extracted a collection of yellowed papers, leather-bound journals, and brittle envelopes from the uppermost layer. ‘Good question. I mean, I’ve had a bit of a look, but once the society decided to engage a historian, I decided to leave it all until you arrived.’ He sat the stack on the edge of his desk. He gently lifted the stacks edges here and there and peered closely. ‘Seems to be all sorts - letters, some old accounts, journals, and I do know that there’s supposed to be some correspondence passing between the nurse Florence Willoughby, or Flora as she was known, and her sister. I’d expect those to be potentially... interesting.’

The slight hesitation piqued Ned’s curiosity. ‘Interesting? In what way?’

When Haddington looked up from the papers, Ned was sure that he’d suddenly turned, well, a bit sad. Haddington stood, bent and took a pipe and tobacco from a desk drawer, and gestured with the pipe towards the windows behind him. ‘Mind if we carry on outside?’

The gravel crunched beneath their slow, measured tread, each step releasing the damp, earthen scent of the grounds. A restless wind stirred the treetops, branches casting shifting, claw-like shadows across the path. Intermittent clouds of bluish smoke puffed from the bowl of Haddington's pipe like a semaphore, before being whisked away by the breeze. Ned waited with patience that would have done his grandmother credit.  When Haddington started to speak, it was slow. Not hesitant, just the thoughtful cadence of a man with things on his mind.

‘I’ve been here at Gravenmere more years than I sometimes care to admit. I feel like part of me will always be here, and I’m... mindful of the reputations and so forth which I might inadvertently tarnish were I, or others, to lack the requisite... care.’ He paused, ostensibly to relight his pipe, but Ned felt like Haddington was simply buying time. ‘That’s something I liked about your article, Ned. You see, I’ve read my way through those filing cabinets, I’ve spoken to some descendants, and I’ve learned enough to know that not everything in the Harcourts’ history would stand up to a lot of scrutiny, or judgement.’

Ned wasn’t initially sure how to respond, but tried reassurance. ‘Well, we live in a different age now, perhaps people these days react a bit differently to suggestions of scandals and so forth. If that’s what you’re meaning?’

Haddington nodded and resumed the slow walk. ‘True, true. But it seems quite clear to me that Harcourt was a man driven by ambition, was fiercely competitive and, shall we say, a man of strong... appetites.’

Ned suppressed a smile at the quaint description. Presumably Haddington was trying to spare his youthful ears the more salacious details. ‘Not uncommon to find such things in almost any historical research. In fact, I did encounter some such suggestions when I wrote the article.’

Haddington nodded emphatically. ‘Quite so, and you handled those with a sensitivity which the committee and I felt did you credit.’ 

Ned nodded. Truthfully, he felt a little awkward. What Haddington clearly took for sensitive handling, was more realistically a reflection of Ned’s unwillingness to stick his neck out with controversial interpretations, and he knew it.

Haddington halted on the far side of the car park by the brass plaque, its worn gleam in the early sun catching Ned’s eye. The old man’s gaze lingered on it, while a rowdy breeze stirring the tops of the trees. ‘You see, Ned, the committee has emphasised the critical need to attract more visitors lest we lose the Council’s ongoing financial support. But we are loath to do so at the expense of the Harcourt family name and reputation. You know how people do so like to seize upon these things.’ He shook his head, his disappointment in the shallow nature of his fellow humans writ large on his face. ‘I don’t mind all that blather about ghosts and hauntings and so on, that’s par for the course with an old girl like this.’ He gestured vaguely back towards the looming facade. ‘And I wouldn’t presume to tell you how to do your job. But if you’d show the same restraint as you proceed as you did with the Harcourt article, we’d be much obliged.’ His lips quirked in a barely-there smile, his eyes fixed on the house with a look that balanced on the edge of nostalgia and mild exasperation. ‘Old Girl,’ he muttered to himself, as if the house itself were listening in. 

Ned caught the flicker of something unspoken in Haddington’s gaze. He filed the moment away with the mild curiosity of someone accustomed to reading people through historical documents rather than direct interaction. Harcourt tapped his pipe out against the post holding the plaque, a small pile of dark ash tumbling onto the grass. 

Ned decided to probe a little. ‘Ghosts, you said? I wouldn’t imagine that sort of thing hurts your visitor numbers.’ He finished with a grin.

Haddington laughed. ‘Quite So. Though not quite the entertaining and dramatic fare one finds elsewhere, I’m afraid - headless horseman and whatnot - but there has been some occasional stirs running through the history of the place.’

‘Such as?’ Ned asked, intrigued.

‘From memory it goes back to around the 1920s when a servant was insistent that she repeatedly found that candles would go out, then relight themselves. Let me see, what else? Well, there’s other claims - doors locking themselves, that sort of thing, footsteps heard on floors of the grand staircase where nobody was present.  As I said, nothing too dramatic. It’s all in those filing cabinets inside.’

Ned smiled. ‘Anything you’ve seen for yourself?’

Haddington chuckled as they went back inside. ‘Dear me, no. Mind you, I say that, but there have been a few times when I’ve had my share of things happen,’ he laughed again, ‘however, I suppose it’s easier to put things down to some unearthly presence, than to admit that as one gets older, one is inclined to forget to switch off the occasional light and so forth.’

Ned laughed. ‘I suppose so. Mind you, I’m serious when I say that - without being sensational or exaggerating - a whiff of those stories might do wonders for drawing in the visitors.’

Haddington seemed to have a distinct glint in his eye. ‘And if I may - where do you stand on such ideas, the paranormal and so on?’

Ned shook his head with the quiet confidence of someone whose world-view had never really been tested. ‘Firmly rationalist, I’m afraid. I mean, just because the answers are sometimes hard to come by, doesn’t mean that one should jump to the paranormal for an explanation.’

Haddington seemed to mull this over, and began to clear up the tea service. Ned stepped forward. ‘Here, let me do that,’ he grinned with a touch of mischief, ‘it’s right on the way to my office.’

Haddington smiled and sat down again. He had a feeling that having this young fellow about the place was going to work out well.

Ned spread out several clean sheets of copy paper on his creamery desk, then donned a pair of nitrile gloves before going further. Then he pulled from his backpack an old desk lamp he’d brought from home and plugged it in. A sharp white circle of light pierced the otherwise dim and shadowed room. Better. At least now he could see well enough to read. The lamp’s glare revealed fine flecks of dust that rose like mist from each old document as - a little at a time - he stacked out the contents of the box, sorting into loose groups with accounts, bills for repairs, staff wage books and so on in one pile, journals and notebooks in another, then a pile for photographs, and any correspondence and loose hand-written notes in the last. 

He fired up his laptop and opened a new spreadsheet, the screen's glow insufficient to add much against the creeping shadows of the old creamery. First he'd catalogue all of this, then do the same for the contents of the filing cabinets. Every bit. Every piece replete with its faint smell of old ink and secrets. 

As he handled each document, the paper seemed to exhale years of their confined history, like disturbed memories. Somewhere in the rafters overhead, something small scuttled across weathered beams, then fell silent. He was in his element now. This step-by-step way of working was second-nature to him by now, and had earned him praise. If he was honest, he loved losing himself like this in historic records with few of the complexities and confusions of dealing with people. Just the way he liked it, in fact.

Ned spent the next few hours ferrying the filing cabinets’ and their contents to a temporary home in the old creamery. Haddington had agreed that, at least initially, it made sense to bring everything together. Ned had also spent a little time asking subtle questions that would help him design an archival logic that would work for Haddington and the committee, all the while edging the management of Gravenmere’s historical resources towards the techniques of this century. 

As he’d suspected, Haddington’s use of the desktop in his office didn’t extend much past email,  management of contacts and donors, and the minutes and correspondence of the committee. And, as he’d also surmised, most of it was saved on the cluttered desktop, rather than in a clear file structure. He had to give the old man his due though. Once Ned had gently touched on this - and the risk to the records by saving them on the desktop - Haddington had willingly let Ned create a file structure and move everything.

‘How do you back all of this up?’ Ned asked.

Evidently pleased with himself, Haddington crossed the room. ‘Ah, now there, we’re really on the ball.’ He opened a large cupboard that turned out to be lined with shelves – and folders crammed with hard copies. 

‘Everything gets printed and goes in here in date order.’ Haddington stared at Ned’s blank expression. ‘What?’ He asked.

Ned was silent, though he fought back a wry smile, taking a careful breath. He knew that his seniors often trusted him, and he’d learned a while before how to lead them to conclusions gently. This, he mused, would need a patient touch.

‘I’ll put the kettle on, shall I?’

❖❖❖




Chapter 3 – Hare and Hearth

The Hare & Hearth café, nestled on the banks of the gentle Great Ouse river, exuded a quaint, almost mystical charm, with its bohemian accents woven throughout the décor. Mismatched vividly painted tables and chairs dotted the patio, a mosaic of colours softened by the greenery spilling from assorted hanging baskets. Tendrils of ivy climbed the café's weathered brick walls, while numerous carved wooden hares peeked out from the flowerbeds and beams, symbolic guardians of the hearth.

When Ned arrived, his best friends, Dave Tilbury and Sally Winnington, were already settled at one of their - that meant her - favourite tables outside. Her favour with the two lady owners - sisters well known for their Bohemian tastes - almost guaranteed her the prime view of the river, where white swans drifted in languid clusters. A light breeze rustled through nearby willows and set the wind chimes hanging near the patio into soft motion, filling the air with a faint, ethereal tinkling that seemed to dance between the murmur of conversation and the rhythmic purr of the espresso machine within. The scent of freshly baked pastries mingled with the earthy aroma of the river, creating that particular blend of comfort and wildness that had drawn them to this spot time and again.

Ned pulled out a chair and gave Sally a light, playful punch on the arm. The two were close, practically siblings, and it was clear that prior to Ned’s arrival, Dave had been filling the air with the latest details of his academic triumphs; accomplishments he never hesitated to share. Catching the eye of one of the sisters inside, Ned offered a smile and a nod, and without missing a beat, she began preparing his customary order.

‘So, tell us, Dave,’ Ned started, a teasing glint in his eye, ‘how is the university’s most amazing Wunderkind once more about to revolutionise science for all time?’

Sally rolled her eyes. ‘Oh please, Ned. Did you have to? He was just about to shut up.’

Ned grinned at Dave. ‘Oh, come on Sally. He has done well.’

She stood in mock frustration, ‘Well, while he musters enough humility to tell it all over again, I’ll grab another of Mrs Collins’s Green Witch apple galettes.’ The two boys shared a quick laugh.

‘So what’s happened for you, Dave?’

‘Short version? My recent research on fluid dynamics has caught the eye of an additive manufacturing company who specialise in propeller design.’  

Ned frowned for a moment. ‘Additive manufacturing?’

‘3-D printing to plebs like you.’

‘Forgive us, Master,’ Ned intoned sarcastically. ‘We are not worthy…’

Without breaking stride, Dave continued. ‘Anyhow, they liked the designs that my supervisor and I showcased at last semester’s convention. So now they’re putting decent money into our research. They’ve even offered the use of some of their testing facilities.’

Ned felt genuine pride for his friend, understanding that despite Dave's outward self-assurance, he didn't have many close companions. The three of them had been thrown together in first-year accommodation - Dave a quite brilliant but socially awkward physicist, Ned the methodical historian, and Sally the anthropology student who somehow bridged their different worlds. The little group's dynamic was occasionally abrasive, but at heart the bond forged through late-night study sessions and shared disasters (like the Infamous Monopoly Tantrum of 2021) was seemingly unbreakable. He looked up as Sally returned with her precious galette. Small plate in hand, and a familiar happy gleam in her eye.

Ned chuckled, nodding at her pastry. ‘I swear, sometimes I think we only come here because of those things.’

She shrugged, a content smile on her lips. ‘I’m not seeing a problem.’

Dave leaned back, hands gesturing to the surroundings. ‘What he means is, we put up with all this -’ he gestured to the fairy lights, vintage lanterns, and tapestries adorned with Celtic knots - ‘just so you can have your precious tarts.’

‘Not tart,’ Sally corrected, holding a small amber-coloured piece aloft on her fork like a culinary treasure. ‘Galette.’

‘Oh, pardon moi!’ Dave responded, adopting an atrocious French accent that drew a hearty laugh from Ned. Feigning surrender, Dave shrugged. ‘Anyway, I want to hear about this new contract of Ned’s.’

Sally narrowed her eyes playfully, shifting the spotlight. ‘You’re lucky - that’s what I came for.’

Just then Ned’s coffee arrived with a flaky Danish on the side. Sally shot him a sharp look, stopping him from taking a bite. ‘No you don’t. You start talking, mister, or else’ - she pointed her fork at Dave - ‘he will. And there’s no need for the day to end in bloodshed.’

Ned laughed. ‘Okay then, just for you.’

She tossed Dave a pointed look. ‘See how nice it is when a girl is supported?’

With exaggerated patience, Dave leaned toward Ned. ‘For the love of all things holy, please - tell us about this contract of yours.’

For the next five minutes he explained the contract, what he’d learned in his visits, and what he was expected to deliver. He finished and looked at the others for a response. Dave’s was immediate, and typical. 

‘Good to see you earning. But it sounds a bit pedestrian - for someone like you, that is.’ Inwardly Ned sighed, it was great that Dave genuinely thought Ned had a decent intellect, but he just wished he’d get his head around the fact – that unlike him - not everyone was furiously scrabbling for the academic high ground all the time.

Sally glared at Dave - this time her frustration real. ‘Well, I think it sounds really interesting.’

‘And,’ Ned now said between swallows of Danish pastry, ‘there’s a ghost angle.’

Dave guffawed. ‘Oh, give me a break!’

Sally rolled her eyes again. Sometimes when she hung with the boys she felt like the parent of the trio - or at least a long-suffering elder sister. Realising that Dave was entirely unaware of her frustration, she turned back to Dave. ‘As I said – interesting.’

Ned quickly raised a hand to stop Dave jumping in with a lecture. ‘Seriously. I’m not saying it’s true or anything like that. But part of the project is to help drive up visitor numbers, and true or not, any whiff of ghost stories, or hauntings and so on, is certain to do that.’

Sally’s gaze grew thoughtful. ‘It’s a bit more than that, isn’t it? Every culture tells ghost stories, even when they've never encountered each other. It's how people deal with death. Cheating death is a repeating human theme.’

Dave stared at Sally blankly. ‘Cheating death? Can you hear yourself?’ He paused, eyeing her plate with mock suspicion. ‘Have you ever wonder what they put in your apple tar... galettes?’

Sally gave a slight shrug. ‘I’m not saying that ghosts are real. What I am saying is that your time-honoured scientific reductionism doesn’t always provide answers. Plus there’s many more reasons to tell stories, than just passing along facts.’

‘Ouch.’ Dave said. His blank face sufficient to tell her that he was indulging in his trade-mark sarcasm again. He looked at Ned, and cocked an eyebrow.

Ned knew it was time to jump back in. The signs were beginning to look like this might be one of those occasions when Dave pushed his luck a bit too far. ‘Like Sally, I don’t believe in ghosts as such. That said, I do get intrigued by the question of whether a system can exist where there is enough information on hand to suggest that you can keep an entity - if not alive - at least present.’

Dave frowned and paused, mid-chew. ‘So – you do believe in ghosts then?’

Sally dived back in. ‘Listen and learn, Dave. Ned and I are just open to the idea that life, and how we define it, is a good deal less black and white than it was even fifty years ago.’

‘Like AI.’ Ned chipped in. He was frowning again, but mostly because he realised they’d accidentally given him a double-shot in his coffee.

Dave pushed away his now empty plate. ‘Here we go,’ he drew a long breath and let it out with some exaggeration, ‘that’s entirely different, and sentient AI is still decades away.’ He looked earnest this time. ‘Listen to the scientist, okay. Hey, I’m not just pissing on your ideas. If anything paranormal had a shred of supporting evidence - I’d be the first to clap my hands at the chance to learn something new.’

Sally sat in silence, her arms folded. Dave sighed and turned to Ned for support. ‘Come on mate, am I wrong?’

Ned shrugged. ‘I don’t think it’s really about right or wrong. And I don’t actually care. I just need to draw out that angle and drive some public interest. You know? For most of the public, there’s a big difference between ‘Oh come and look at an old house’, and ‘come see a house that just might be haunted.’

A wry smile crossed his face, his eyes meeting Dave’s. ‘Actually, Mr. know-it-all, maybe you can be useful.’

Sally cocked a doubtful eyebrow, but said nothing. 

Dave’s curiosity wrestled with his scientist’s natural sense of caution. ‘Of course I can... but how so?’

Ned leaned forward, tapping the table. ‘If I wanted to do a proper ‘paranormal investigation’ on a budget, like the ones they show on the telly - just to say I’d done it, not to prove anything one way or another, what sort of kit would I need? You know, to look authentic?’

Dave seemed to stare off into nowhere for a moment or two, then pulled out a beaten laptop, its lid covered in what Sally had once termed his ‘science nerd stickers.’ He fed it his password. 

Sally stood. ‘It looks like this may take awhile. Another round of coffee?’

While Sally went to the counter, Ned pulled his chair around so he could see Dave’s screen. Dave flexed his fingers.

‘So, as your question wasn’t how to actually detect ghosts-’

‘Correct.’

‘You just want to know what the conventional kit is so that if you claimed to have looked for one, it would be familiar to gullible people who are into that sort of thing?’

Ned sighed, and gave in. ‘Pretty much, yes.’

Dave nodded slowly. ‘Well the first thing you’d want is an electromagnetic field meter. I’ve seen a couple of those shows, and they’re used by so-called paranormal investigators to allegedly detect fluctuations in electromagnetic fields. The belief is that ghosts or paranormal entities might disturb EMFs when they manifest.’

Ned nodded. ‘How do they work... are they big?’

Dave shook his head. ‘Proper ones used in a lab can be big, but the sort we’re talking about would be about the size of a a torch or something like that. Complete bollocks, of course. Even sitting here we'd get fluctuations from the wiring, that espresso machine over there, even peoples’ mobile phones.’ He frowned. ‘Honestly, you could literally turn the lights on and off and it would register.’

Ned grinned. ‘See? I knew you’d know.’

Sally arrived back and looked at Ned. ‘Einstein Junior making any progress?’

Ned laughed. ‘Yeah, a bit. Drag your chair around.’

There was a bit of shuffling until all three were looking at the screen.

‘Okay, next...’ Dave said, ‘you’d want a non-contact infrared thermometer.  This will emit infrared light and measure the heat radiating from objects at a distance. Those bogus investigators claim sudden drops in temperature, what they term ‘cold spots’ can indicate the presence of spirits.’ He shook his head gently, and muttered. ‘I hate to think what this will do for my future search results.

Sally shot him a wicked grin. ‘Oh, then you’d better not ever leave your lappie unlocked where I can find it. See what you get after I’m done with your search engine.’

This time even Dave couldn't fully suppress a smile. ‘I dread to think.’

‘Come on guys, focus,’ Ned rebuked with mock severity. ‘I’m guessing that like the EMF, it’s subject to any number of perfectly ordinary variations?’

‘Probably worse. Same problem as my lab work – the major effort is to control variables. In this case, the temperature changes constantly anyway.’ Dave suddenly frowned. ‘Jesus.’ 

‘What?’ Sally asked.

Dave rubbed his face with both hands. ‘I honestly can’t believe people are shelling out hard-earned pounds for junk like this...’

He turned the screen slightly to give Ned a clearer look.

Ned dissolved into laughter. Sally leaned across to see, and pretty soon all three were helpless with laughter, momentarily drowning out voices, and the hiss and hum from the coffee machine inside.

Ned took on a deep movie-trailer narrator’s voice, and intoned, ‘New from Amazon - your very own Spirit Box or EVP Recorder - now you too can scan radio frequencies to pick up ghostly voices or’ he paused for effect, ‘Electronic Voice Phenomena.’

Sally wiped tears from her eyes. ‘Oh Ned, enough! My stomach is starting to hurt.’

‘That’s just your bloody galettes.’ Dave responded, which sent the other two into fits of laughter once more.

A moment or two later and Ned had added both items to Dave’s cart. ‘Not too bad, actually.’ He gave an approving nod. ‘The EMF and Thermometer, came to just over a hundred quid. Look Dave - you got free shipping.’ Ned said - as he hit ‘Buy Now.’

Dave shot forward and seized the laptop. ‘Oh no! You bloody didn’t!’

Ned rocked back in his chair as he and Sally cracked up laughing again. His voice was strained and thin between ragged breaths. ‘Oh yes - I bloody did.’

By the time he and Sally had regained a little control, Dave was fuming.

‘Don’t worry, mate,’ Ned said, ‘I’ll transfer you the money today.’

‘It’s not about the sodding money!’ Dave grumped.

Sally was clutching her stomach, and moaning gently. Fresh tears of laughter trickled on her cheeks. ‘Oh my god, it’s simply too good. Mr. one-day-to-be-doctor-Uber-Scientist Dave Tilbury now has a record for purchasing ghost-hunting equipment.’ She glanced at Ned, and that was enough to set her off again.

He grinned at her. ‘See? I bet you’re actually glad you came along today.’

She was laughing so hard she couldn’t reply, and settled for nodding affirmatively, as she curled her knees up to her chest on her chair.

The two sisters looked across from the counter. From where they were they could hear nothing of the trio's conversation, but chuckled to themselves - delighted to see young people laughing and apparently without a care in the world. A sudden gust of chill air swept through the café, causing one of them to shudder involuntarily, though the day remained bright outside. Rubbing her bare arms, she crossed over to close the main door, pausing briefly as the antique iron latch seemed to resist her touch before finally giving way with a reluctant click. The weather would be on the turn soon.

❖❖❖




Chapter 4 – Dark Encounter

Ned spent the next few days painstakingly picking his way through files and photographs. Fortunately, many had dates, names, and descriptions written on the backs, and he saved the most recent box for last. When he’d asked Haddington about it, he learned that it had come from Patty Barnes, a married-in descendant of Percy and Flora’s line. Haddington now recalled that due to failing health and her family’s inability to provide care, Patty had moved into a nursing home, needing her to part with many possessions, including family keepsakes. As Ned worked, he imagined a family tree taking shape. It was a family that had specialized in producing boys - so two World Wars had conspired to make a severe dent in the Harcourt line across the twentieth century.

Details began to mount, and here, Aetheris - his trusted AI assistant - had consistently proved invaluable, seamlessly handling documents, lists, and his increasingly complex task list. Ned checked the calendar and, not for the first time, felt a twinge of panic. The days of his contract were ticking down, and the work ahead seemed endless. He’d never felt quite so pressed in his academic work – it was turning out that researching on someone else’s money was producing very different pressures.

‘It’s going to be fine,’ he muttered. ‘Fine.’ But it didn’t feel fine. Bugger! This was one of those moments he missed the unhurried, comfortable pace of academic research. With a sigh, he looked back at the screen and accepted he’d be pulling a few late nights. The thing was, that once he got the research foundation set, he knew from experience that the writing would flow.

A text notification broke his concentration, making him jump. It was from Dave: “Your ghost package is here. Shall I drop it by?”

It was close to five when Nigel Haddington appeared at Ned’s office door with a smile. ‘One of your friends is here with a delivery. I’m off now if you’re fine to lock up?’

Ned nodded, walking with Haddington to the door and securing it before leading Dave through to his makeshift office. Dave took in the low ceiling and shadows pressing in from all sides, broken only by a weak overhead bulb and the bright pool cast by Ned’s desk lamp.

‘Nice. Very nice. I love what you’ve done with the place.’ Dave muttered, accustomed to sterile labs, and eyeing the room with thinly veiled distaste. ‘No thank you, I shan’t sit.’ he said, having already noted the absence of a second chair.

Ned gestured to the Amazon package, and laughed. ‘Thanks for that. But if all you’re here for is to take the piss, you can bugger off.’

Dave grinned, pleased that his sarcasm had found its mark. ‘What, no grand tour?’

Ned laughed. ‘Come back in the daylight if you really want to see the place. But if you’re up for a quick whip-around, I can show you about while I lock up.’

With a theatrical bow, Dave motioned Ned to lead on. Ned grabbed his torch, and they made their way to the servant’s staircase at the rear.

‘You look like a cinema usher with that thing,’ Dave remarked, eyeing the torch.

‘Oh, really?’ Ned paused on the landing and clicked off the hallway switch, plunging the stairwell into total darkness.

A bumping sound followed. ‘For God’s sake! Why isn’t there a handrail?’

Ned chuckled, flicking the torch back on to reveal Dave spread-eagled against the walls. ‘Welcome to the days before building codes. This is why only Gravenmere staff are allowed up here. You’d have tourists breaking their necks while trying to take selfies if we let them use these stairs.’

They reached the top, and Ned gestured for Dave to wait as he moved down the hall, turning off the lights in each room along the way. From the darkness, his voice floated back, ‘This torch is crucial after dark. One misstep, and you’d be tumbling all the way down. Some of these floors are old and change levels without warning.’

‘Explains why people didn’t live as long back then,’ Dave muttered to himself.

When Ned returned, he stopped outside Beatrice’s sickroom, clicking on the torch. ‘Take a look at this.’

Dave leaned in, peering past Ned. ‘What am I looking at? A cupboard or something?’

‘No,’ Ned murmured, his tone serious, ‘this was Beatrice Harcourt’s sickroom. The room she lived in for the last months before she died.’

Dave stared at the tiny iron bedstead, and the candle-holder on the small adjacent shelf. ‘Bloody hell,’ he whispered.

‘She suffered from what they called a ‘wasting disease’ - cancer, we’d call it now. Harcourt got her a live-in nurse, eventually moving her up here towards the end.’

‘Nice to see how far medicine’s come,’ Dave observed dryly.

‘Thing is, Harcourt was a rake. Plenty of mistresses while he was married. And less than a month after they buried Beatrice, he married the nurse.’

Dave let out a low whistle. There was a short pause. ‘You suppose he was … you know?’

Ned shifted uncomfortably. ‘I honestly hope not. That she wasn’t… lying up here, knowing he was downstairs with the nurse.’

They both fell silent, the quiet magnified in the shadows. Ned clicked off the torch, but Dave had just spotted something on the door-frame.

‘Hold on. Shine that light back here.’

Ned swung the light to shine over Dave’s hand. He watched as Dave lightly ran the tips of his fingers over the paint. Peered up close for a better look, then turned and examined the cream-coloured door in a similar way.

‘As I thought. This has been used as a storeroom at some time.’

‘Possibly.’ Ned responded. ‘Why do you say that?’

Dave ran his finger along the door frame. 'Someone's filled holes here. See the indentations? Looks like there was a hasp fitted at some point to be able to lock it from the outside. Old though...’

‘How do you know it’s old?’

Dave pointed to one place where the paint had peeled and the filler crumbled. ‘The door was originally dark green, and painted over later with this horrid cream colour. And that there - that looks like plaster - not modern filler.’

Ned laughed. ‘Okay Holmes, let’s get the rest of this locked up. My dinner will be waiting.’

❖❖❖

At home, Ned uploaded his research notes to his AI assistant, adding a PDF of his contract, and a few memos from Haddington. While Aetheris processed the schedule, he reached into his backpack for a large envelope of old Gravenmere photos, spreading them out to sort them. A nagging thought lingered from Dave’s storeroom remark. He selected a few key photos and put the rest back. He had selected four photos in all of the attic area. Three earlier ones in faded sepia - the fourth in black and white - most likely taken between the 1940s and 60s. The photos included the sickroom door, and in the earliest picture he recognized Beatrice standing near it, visibly frail, with a boy he assumed was one of her sons. The door in that image was painted some dark colour. There was no knowing the colour from the picture  - but it was dark. Very dark.  He turned to the other images. These were all taken later. The angles and subjects were different, but in each, enough of the door and its frame could be seen to show that it was painted in some lighter colour. In none of them, was a hasp or lock in evidence. He sat back in his chair, an uncomfortable sense settling over him. He knew Dave was right. Someone had put a lock on that door a long time ago. While the door was painted green. What bothered him a little was - why?

❖❖❖

The next morning Ned spread out the contents from the Amazon boxes on his office table. Steam rose in a lazy spiral from his coffee cup, as he scanned the instructions for the EMF and the non-contact thermometer. It all seemed straight-forward enough. Insert batteries (not included). Set to record. Away you go. Once he downloaded the relevant apps onto his laptop at home, he could plug in the devices, upload the results - and get trusty Aetheris cracking on some doubtlessly dubious data.  He turned back to the laptop. Before he’d left home that morning Aetheris had downloaded his schedule for the day, listing cataloguing tasks and reminders. With a small, pleased nod, he noted he was slightly ahead of plan. Best keep on, then. 

Haddington poked his head in around lunchtime to say that he had a headache, was going home early, and would Ned mind taking care of the place. Secretly happy to have the place to himself, Ned let Haddington out and locked the doors. If anyone did happen to ring the front bell, he could handle it. It was close to four when he slipped the last archive document back into its designated cabinet, pleased with the new system he’d built. The society could now retrieve any of them by date - and by a range of subject references as well. The work had gone smoother than expected, leaving him with a sense of accomplishment. He glanced outside, surprised at how dark the overcast day had turned; the clouds smothering the late afternoon light. Gravenmere was very quiet. 

He got up from behind the desk, picked up the torch and his two new sensors, and went into the kitchen to brew tea. Then cup in hand, he moved back into the hallway, flicking on lights for the main stairwell. The bulbs high above the main stairwell flickered to life, casting their yellow glow up the narrow, sweeping stairs. He climbed slowly, pausing on the first landing where the adults’ and senior children’s bedrooms clustered. The quiet seemed deeper than usual. An almost deliberate hush, although he admitted to himself that he might be imagining this - that he could just be letting the unhappy history get to him. All the doors stood open. 

He approached the master bedroom door, unable to push from his mind the discussion he and Dave had about Harcourt the previous evening.  Entering the room, he found his eyes cautiously drawn to the large gilt-edged dressing  mirrors on the walls. He stopped just inside the doorway, eyes pulled to the large gilt-edged mirrors on the walls. Reflections at their edges cast strange shadows, stretching in unnatural directions as he moved. He forced himself to look into each mirror, one at a time, glancing between them as if to catch something in the corner of his eye - something that might vanish if he turned his head. The empty room stared back at him, unchanged. 

And then, the shrill ring of the desk phone downstairs cut through the silence. The sound had shot up the stairwell, echoing and amplifying until it seemed to fill the house. Startled, Ned nearly dropped his cup, the harsh clatter jarring in the stillness. He set down the cup, torch, and sensors on a side table, moving quickly to go pick up the call. It could be Haddington. The narrow servant’s staircase was quickest, so he took it without thinking.

He was barely halfway down when the lights went out.

Then the ringing stopped. The house felt abruptly suspended in the silence, thick and unnatural. He squinted, waiting for his eyes to adjust, but the darkness was almost complete. He listened carefully, the silence feeling close. Too close. His unseeing eyes were fixed on the blackness in front of him. Something about this dark began to feel different. Not just an absence of light. More like a presence of something else, a viscous watching thing that pressed against his skin and invaded his lungs with each shallow breath. The darkness felt patient, expectant.

If he made his way down a few more steps by feel, followed the staircase through a sharp left turn, then at the bottom he should be able to make out the glow of the lower landing lights - unless their fuse had blown as well. Except ... except that right now... nothing on this earth had enough power to overcome his instincts and make him slide further down into the dark. The rational part of his brain had quickly catalogued options, distances, probabilities. But his body had already taken the decision. Every nerve ending screamed a primitive warning that had nothing to do with modern logic. Do not descend. If he felt his way back to the bedroom the outside lights - if they were on - might give him just enough light to find his torch.

He took a breath, and began edging backward, one step, then another, until his shoulder brushed the wall behind him. It took a concentrated effort each time to lift his foot and take another step, his body tense, ready to bolt. The darkness felt so solid, so alive, that it felt like it could pull him in. And down. His pulse hammered in his ears, loud enough to drown out the quiet. Then, from somewhere below, a faint creak echoed up the staircase. He froze, every nerve ending screaming - straining to hear past the thumping of his heart. He tried to swallow, but his tongue merely moved inside his suddenly dry mouth. He’d never experienced fear like this before, or a darkness that felt so - physical. He resumed his slow shuffle, gradually aware that the walls either side of him began to lighten with the soft radiant glow of the outside lights through a far window. He began to speed up until he pushed one last time with his arms and legs almost spitting himself up out of the stairs and onto the landing. His breath was coming in ragged gasps as he fumbled along the wall for the switch to the stair lights. He would have found it sooner if he just looked - but he continued to stare down into that darkness; a darkness that seemed to stare right back. His trembling fingers finally found the old porcelain switch. It was pointing down. OFF.  He took hold of it, hesitating before throwing it into the ON position.  What was he afraid of? With a huge force of will he pushed the switch up, and the lights blazed once more. The staircase was empty. Nothing. Just as it always was.

He quickly crossed and picked up the torch from the bedroom table and as he did so every light went off in the house. All of them. The sudden plunge into blackness came with a sound like a collective sigh exhaled through the building's aged timbers. He froze, again, barely able to hold control, his fingers clenched around the torch until his knuckles ached. The darkness seemed even more dense this time, heavier, pressing against his eardrums and filling his nostrils with the musty scent of long-closed rooms.   And then, the phone rang once more, the sound sharp and relentless, echoing through the empty house. For what felt like an eternity, he stood there, paralysed, the light from outside casting only faint, ghostly shadows through the windows. Finally, with a jerky, desperate movement, he managed to slide the torch’s switch on, and as he did, all the lights blazed back to life. 

The phone stopped.

It took him several minutes to gather himself. His initial  movements felt wooden as he stumbled from room to room, flicking off lights, faster and faster, down through the floors, until only the kitchen remained. With a huge effort of will he killed that last switch, pressed the red button to set the alarm, and stepped outside, locking the door. 

His motorbike sat waiting. He was hurriedly strapping his bag onto the pillion seat, keen to get going - when something faint caught his eye. A tiny red light blinking from inside his bag. He reached in. He looked at the EMF meter now sitting in his hand. It was on. Had he...? He reached in again grabbing the non-contact thermometer. Both were on. He stared, frowning. He was absolutely certain he hadn’t turned them on.

One device could be a mistake. But both? Both devices had simple on/off switches, hardly the sort that could accidentally activate from movement alone. Still, electronics could be unpredictable, especially cheaper components... 

His hands shook as he flicked the sensors off, zipped up and secured the bag. The equipment - designed to measure, quantify, and rationalize - had somehow become activated in the presence of something that defied measurement. The rumble of the motorcycle engine was a sudden relief, a reminder of something solid, mechanical, and reassuringly familiar in its predictable physics. Minutes later he was under the bright lights of the High Street as he navigated the evening traffic. The wet roads reflected lights and colour in every direction. Ned forced himself to breathe slowly, deeply. Let the rational part of his mind take over. 

It had been nothing. A power glitch, which then fed an over-active imagination. That was all. Although he wasn’t quite ready to laugh about it yet. But thank God no one else had been there to see it. The more he thought about it, the better he could picture superstitious servants in the past cowering in the same shadows, frightened by similar circumstances. Worse in days of lamps and candles, he thought. No wonder there were stories! He shook his head, letting out a soft chuckle that nonetheless managed to sound slightly forced, even to him.

‘Idiot,’ he muttered to himself.

❖❖❖




Chapter 5 - Anomalies

 Ned pushed his empty plate and fork to the side of his bedroom desk, the faint metallic clink swallowed by the otherwise silent room. The only light came from a sleek, metallic desk lamp and the blue-white glow of his laptop screen, casting sharp shadows against the clutter of books and loose papers. He was pleased. He had just finished responding to an email from Professor Ashford, his thesis supervisor, who’d confirmed that the preliminary review of the thesis had come back with only minor recommended edits. After two years of work, he was now close to the finish line – almost ready to submit with no last-minute hurdles or drama. Great, soon he could afford to focus on the Gravenmere project without burning the candle at both ends.

Ned’s gaze fell upon the small backpack on the floor. He picked it up and dug around inside. He sat the two devices he’d unpacked at Gravenmere on his desk. The thermometer looked like a compact cordless drill, with a black and yellow body and a distinctive trigger grip. It had a laser pointer on the front, used to aim at specific surfaces, and a digital display on the back for temperature readings. High-tech but utilitarian. The EMF meter, with its silver casing and rugged design, reminded him of the barcode scanners they used in supermarkets. Its LCD screen displayed numbers in bold, blocky digits, while a prominent red button sat below it, turning the device on and off. Ned flipped each device over in his hands until he found the USB ports for charging and data transfer.  Time for Aetheris to do its thing.  He typed, the click of the soft-touch keys the only sound in the room. Moments later the Aetheris interface surfaced on his screen. He kept typing. 

Ned: Good evening. I’m about to upload data packets from two separate/new devices; please locate and install any drivers, analyse content, then file both packets and results under the Gravenmere project.

Aetheris: Ready to receive data.

Ned connected each device in turn, swapping them over at Aetheris’s prompting.

Aetheris: Two data packets received. Initial analysis underway. Please confirm the context. Are these standard environmental readings or part of a specific test?

Ned: They’re from my new EMF and thermometer. I’m checking for anything unusual around the Gravenmere house. There are persistent rumours throughout its history of paranormal activity.

Aetheris: This is mostly electronic noise - fluctuations too random to interpret meaningfully. For future experiments, precise control over data capture is necessary, the tools you’re using, while reasonably sensitive, are readily subject to external interference. EMF readers often detect common electrical sources, and infrared thermometers are susceptible to ambient shifts. No conclusions can be drawn from these packets.

Ned: I thought so. They were gathered inadvertently. I plan to use a more structured approach in future.

Aetheris: It might help if you explained to me how this research is of importance to you. I note that it’s not included in any of your present plans or schedules.

Ned stretched back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head for a few moments. He couldn’t help but replay what had happened earlier that night. He came to a decision and sat forward to his keyboard.

Ned: It's not important to the overall research project. However, part of my objective is for the final research product to help drive up visitor numbers. Humans are curious about anything to do with the paranormal. It's not my intention to prove the presence of any...

He paused, and chose his next words with care. The mere act of typing felt oddly significant, as though naming what had happened might somehow acknowledge it as real. An absurd notion for someone who'd built his career on meticulous documentation and intellectual rigour.

... entity. I simply wish to show that an effort was made to investigate the claims. The data will prove inconclusive.

Aetheris: Thank you. I understand your practical approach to this. I must note, however, that all reputable scientific attempts to validate the existence of any such phenomena have historically yielded inconclusive results. I should mention that this type of equipment often gives irregular readings in old buildings. There are simply too many variables to get reliable data. 

Ned smiled at this. He’d specifically chosen the Aetheris platform for its empathetic coding. An assistant that always aimed the best outcomes for its users. However, that meant that it often threw up gentle cautions to its users. Usually in cases where a human might have just said, ‘You’re wrong.’ 

Ned: Thank you. I understand the probabilities and limitations in the method.

Aetheris: Would you like guidance on optimising future collections for accuracy?

He shrugged to himself: Yes, please.

Aetheris: Optimal data collection, consider the following: Develop a map of the spaces to be investigated so data can be related to specific locations - they are low-power and range is an issue. Maintain a consistent distance between sensors and the environment to reduce ambient noise. Avoid carrying devices loosely; try mounting or stabilising them to minimise movement-based interference (a tripod will suffice). Conduct tests in controlled conditions where possible, reducing variables like temperature fluctuation and any surrounding electronic devices can improve data clarity.

Ned: Understood. Thank you. Please delete those data packets.

He logged out of the applications.  Okay. The mapping was a pretty catchy idea. And he had a couple of small tripods buried somewhere in the garage from a brief flirtation with photography as an under-graduate. They would help. He checked the charge on each device, and was surprised to see that they looked full. They went back in the backpack.

❖❖❖

Ned received a text the next morning. Haddington was still unwell. He asked whether the previous night’s lock up had presented any issues. Ned assured him that everything was under control, and wished him well.  Sitting on the steps of Gravenmere in the bright early sunshine, coffee in hand, the truth of it was, well - he felt pretty foolish about the night before. He’d made a point of checking the switch boards first thing on arrival. No fuses were  tripped, and nothing was out of place.  As Haddington had told him at the start, this Old Girl was no stranger to anomalies - likely arising from antiquated wiring. The rest of his day was mostly unremarkable. His laptop glitched a couple of times causing him to reboot it, but a quick text exchange with Dave and he arranged for them to catch up later to look at it. He locked up while it was still light.

Dave gestured with an oven mitt to Ned’s laptop on the kitchen table, the warm aroma of grilled sausages and mashed potatoes filling the kitchen. ‘Fire it up, and I’ll connect it to the broadband.’ He turned back to the oven, and lifted a tray of perfectly grilled sausages on to the stove top with a flourish. ‘Picked the right time to have tech issues, mate.’

‘I’m no fool. You know your way around a kitchen.’ Ned replied with a cheeky grin. ‘Princess coming around?’ He asked curious as to whether Sally would join them.

‘Nah, last assignment before exams. She’s wringing out every point she can.’

Ned nodded. ‘Good move.’

Dave placed two plates piled with steaming sausages, mashed potato, and gravy on the table. ‘There you go. Get stuck in.’

‘Oh mate, that looks good.’ Ned said, reaching for the salt, as Dave logged the laptop into the Wi-Fi.

They chatted over the meal, and Dave set the laptop’s maintenance routines running between bites. As they finished, Dave frowned, leaning closer to the screen. 

‘Hello - what’s this?’

‘What?’ Ned peered over.

‘This encrypted partition is hogging a heap of your CPU.’

Ned’s face registered confusion. ‘English, please.’

‘There's an encrypted partition here that wasn't there before. Created yesterday evening, by the looks of it. No clue what it’s doing, but it’s hogging your CPU every time it runs.’

Ned sat back slowly, then pointed at the screen. ‘Mate, I don’t get it. I don’t even know how to create a partition. And if I did, I wouldn’t hide it from myself. Would I?’

Dave paused, his doubtful smirk fading as he studied Ned’s expression, weighing his words. ‘So what, it built itself?’ He shook his head. ‘Look, partitions don’t magically appear. It just isn’t something you can set up by accident, Ned. What, were you poking around in the settings, or something?’

‘I didn’t touch anything like that. I know my limits - it’s why I’m sitting here.’

Dave took on a resigned expression. He reasoned that Ned was probably embarrassed about buggering up his own laptop.

‘Alright, keep your hair on. Is everything on here backed-up?’

‘Every day.’ Ned was emphatic. Aetheris syncs my account and files every 30 minutes.’

‘Well it’s telling me I’m not authorised to make changes to the partition.’ He reflected for a moment. ‘Here’s what I suggest; we’ll do a clean install. Basically it will wipe the computer, put everything back to factory, and you should be good from there.’

‘Thanks mate - do it.’

With the laptop busy, Dave produced a couple of bottles of pale ale like magic. The two then chatted about Dave’s new collaboration on propellers. His post-university prospects looked bright. After a while Dave produced a second round.

Ned looked worried. ‘Dinner and rounds of IPA? I have a feeling this is going to cost me.’ 

Dave laughed. ‘You have no idea, and-’ A soft chime interrupted him, drawing his attention back to the laptop. He spun in his seat. ‘Bingo. Install is finished. And now… if we look…’ He clicked a few times, a smug look settling over his face. He gestured as the laptop went through a reboot. ‘Ta-da. Like new, and no partition.’ He and Ned bumped knuckles.

‘Thanks mate.’ Ned’s relief was palpable.

‘Yeah. You’re going to need to spend some of your hard-earned and get a newer laptop soon anyway, but that’ll hold you for a bit.’ 

As the reboot completed, the screen gave a brief flicker. Had either been watching closely, they might have noticed a fleeting message in the lower corner: System update: creating default storage configuration. The characters appeared one by one, as though being typed by invisible fingers, rather than appearing all at once as system messages typically did.

❖❖❖




Chapter 6 – Victorian Secrets

 Haddington returned to work the next day. Ned made tea and tapped on the wood-panelled door to the custodian’s office. The quiet inside was broken only by the soft ticking of a grandfather clock. ‘Got a minute?’

‘Of course, dear boy. Come in.’ Haddington pointed to a leather high-backed chair beside him. Ned reached back around the corner and grabbed the tea tray from the hallway table and brought it in, placing it on the desk.

‘Well, you know how to make yourself welcome, I’ll give you that.’ Haddington joked, his eyes on the tray. ‘I’ve been wanting to thank you for looking after the old girl while I was indisposed. So, how did things go while I was away?

Ned paused briefly in the act of pouring tea. He recovered  quickly. He doubted if Haddington had noticed. ‘Very quiet, I’m afraid. But I’ve made excellent progress. In fact, a little ahead of that schedule I shared with you.’

‘Splendid. Splendid.’ Haddington beamed. It was no less than he’d expected.

‘There is one thing though. I think we may need an electrician.’

‘Electrician?’

Ned explained the events of the other night - but omitted any drama. Instead, framing it all as just an obscure electrical fault.

Haddington listened patiently. His frown deepening as Ned’s story unfolded.

‘Hmm, quite so. Well that sounds like a bit of a hazard... can’t have that.’ When he spoke next, his voice was so soft that Ned couldn’t be sure if Haddington was talking to him - merely thinking aloud.

‘Yes. Yes... one of the volunteers is an electrician, I’ll call and ask him to drop by.’

Ned sensed that he was done here and he had his task list from Aetheris to crack on with. He took the tray. ‘I’ll be getting on then.’  Ned took a steadying breath, balancing the tea tray, and turned toward the door. He could almost feel the weight of Haddington's gaze on his back, but the man said nothing further. It was likely just the stillness of the room, or so Ned told himself. He reached the threshold and was about to step out when- 

‘Ned?’ Haddington’s voice, low and almost tentative, stopped him mid-step.

Ned turned back, and the sight of Haddington’s expression - a hint of something between curiosity and worry - caught him off guard.

‘When the lights went funny, did you hear the phone ring at all?' Haddington's tone was casual, but his eyes remained fixed on Ned's face, watchful and unnervingly still.

Ned felt an instant icy prickling crawl up from the base of his spine to the nape of his neck, as though someone had pressed cold fingers against his skin. His mouth went dry, pulse quickening as he hesitated, unsure what to say and suddenly certain the question wasn't as innocent as it seemed.

‘Telephone...? Why do you ask?’

‘Just curious.’

Ned wished he could stop the sudden urge to blink rapidly. He could feel his pulse at his temples and heartbeat drumming against his ribs.

‘Um, no. That is... I don’t think so.’

Haddington’s face relaxed in an instant.

‘Oh, good.  Thank you Ned, that’s all.’

In the kitchen Ned stood frozen for a few moments. He pressed his knuckles to the bench top, breath coming out in short bursts. Bloody ridiculous, he thought. He leaned forward pressing his knuckles even harder into the bench top, his eyes screwed shut. He was damned annoyed. Partly with himself, partly with Haddington, and mostly with this great heap of old timber and stone.  Evidence made his intellectual world go around. Not - mumbo-jumbo.  He’d let this bloody place get to him, that’s what it was. That and old Haddington’s tall stories. Honestly, what bollocks! The anger helped. Ironically, he felt his pulse slowing, and the fog in his head began to clear. His neck muscles still felt a bit tight from tension and he rolled his head to release them. Starting today, things would be done a bit differently. He’d play music in his office for one thing – he would have Aetheris remind him to bring a Bluetooth speaker from home. There’d be plenty of lighting too – and not some silly purse-torch he’d been given. No he had a 2,000 lumen torch at home he’d bought for self-defence when he worked late on campus. That would light this place like a football field. And then there was the EMF and thermometer. He was going to use them alright, and anything else it took, but this time to bury this superstitious claptrap once and for all. He smiled to himself. This felt more like it.

‘Things are going to change around here. You hear that, you old pile of timber and stone?’  Back in his creamery office, he set his mobile on the desktop and chose an upbeat playlist from his collection. The phone’s speaker was rubbish, but it would do for today. 

The dust stung at Ned’s eyes. He both loved and hated doing primary research: the thrill of unearthing records long forgotten or dismissed, deciphering their secrets in a way others couldn’t. But the dust? Intolerable. So far he’d not done much more than take a look at the contents of the records donated by Patty Barnes to roughly classify them. The next step -  and by far the longest - was to assess them. Few people he encountered, other than Sally, seemed to grasp that there was a reason for the rigour in a historian’s training in practice and precept. There was a lot to do before he could commence writing in earnest. He’d do it in cycles, visiting each artefact more than once in increasing detail. Some would yield their value easily, others less so.  First, he’d examine each item closely, recording its description in his spreadsheet before adding any known or estimated date, along with details like ownership, origin, and location.  Especially with any deeds, titles or other legal documents it was critical to establish how they arrived in the collection. Knowing their provenance strengthened the reliability of his eventual conclusions. 

With the basics out of the way, he’d evaluate the apparent authenticity of each item – this meant paying attention to inks, paper quality, handwriting style, and any stamps or seals. That done, his next cycle involved a consistency check; verifying that dates, language, and contextual references align with what is known of the time. Ned smiled, this was why he’d impressed upon old Haddington the importance of doing things properly. If you don’t get the basics right, you stumble at the next more difficult stage – cross-referencing The part where your hard work with your database paid off. At this point, Ned would examine the overall information looking for corroborating details in other documents and photographs from the same period. He’d test references to events, people, or places for a match against known historical records when possible. Only with all of this done, and any questions that arose in the process, would he be in a position to decide upon any themes he wanted to draw out in his writing.

He was in luck.  the box’s contents seemed to span around eighty or so years, perhaps late 1860s to around the Second World War, although there was quite a bit of it that was from the earlier years. In fact there were even a few cabinet cards - small, affordable photographs mounted on cards that families could keep or give away. These were now quite rare. At the time, the cost, while decreasing, was still relatively high, and families would often photograph only special occasions or family members they wanted to commemorate, usually in carefully posed settings. This one fact by itself had done so much to convince later generations that Victorians were humourless and straight-laced to an appalling degree. The one thing that he couldn’t shake as he worked his way through, was the realisation that everyone who’d contributed to this box, was now dead. Layer on layer of people who once had lives, with all their aspirations and dreams. All gone. 

He dug down into the box, and his gloved hand retrieved a sealed plastic bag. He hated these things. People often assumed they kept the contents safe. In reality they often just trapped moisture and humidity, going on to irreparably damage their contents.  This one held a notebook. It wasn’t very big, maybe 3x5 inches or so. It looked designed to fit into a pocket, or purse. He turned it over carefully. The cover was faded, some sort of silk binding. It was scuffed along the edges and spine. A small brass clasp kept it closed. The edges of the pages had been gilded in gold. He gently lifted the clasp and slowly eased open the notebook.  The endpapers on the inside covers were marbled. Whoever had owned this was a person of some means. The pages once cream or off-white, still had a smooth texture, although now they were yellowed, and brittle around the edges. Ned turned the first page and saw several handwritten lines in faded ink. He moved the notebook closer under the pool of light falling from the desk lamp.

“To whomever may chance upon these pages, know that they were the keeper of a young woman’s thoughts and hopes, her confidences and prayers. May they meet your eyes gently. These pages are intended for none but myself, and I should think their words may mean little to another; yet, in the strange turnings of life, such secrets may sometimes find an unexpected ear.

This diary I set aside for the year of our Lord eighteen-hundred and sixty-seven, hoping to keep my own counsel, as my heart is sometimes divided between my affections and some disquiet. It is my sincerest wish that each inked line will hold safe the truth, if only for myself, as well as quiet burdens I cannot share aloud.

May Providence guard each word, and may my thoughts, no matter how they stray, remain safe from the world’s miscomprehensions.”

Ned unconsciously traced the gloved tip of his finger over the lines of the inscription, sensing the weight behind her words. The faded ink seemed to pulse with suppressed emotion beneath his touch. Teresa Willoughby had been careful, almost guarded, as if even these private writings were held back by an unspoken concern, even fear. Despite his academic detachment, Ned felt an unexpected wave of protectiveness toward this long-dead woman, trapped in the rigid constraints of her time, confiding thoughts she dared not speak aloud to these fragile, yellowing pages. 

He felt an urge to read further, not solely as a historical task, but to understand the thoughts of a woman who had been so careful. He sat back in his seat and stared towards the ceiling. He knew that this was not merely a record of this woman’s days. It was a confessional, a place she allowed herself a freedom unspoken in her everyday life. He sat back to the desk, and turned the next page. There was more here, each stroke of her writing was deliberate, practised. Near the top, he saw it: a name.

Theresa Willoughby.

Wait... Willoughby? Like Flora Willoughby? He quickly pressed a few laptop keys.  Seconds later, he had it. There she was in the family tree - Theresa Willoughby, elder sister to Flora.  This could be interesting. So often official histories and the like had been purged of anything resembling real life; diaries were different, often behaving like the softer human shadow to the same events.  He carefully tucked the diary back among the papers for later.

Ned walked down the hallway, deep in thought. He was ahead of schedule. He could afford to indulge himself a little.  He would check with Haddington to see if the old boy needed some tea or anything – then he’d settle himself down with Theresa’s diary and his laptop. Haddington wasn’t in his office. Ned caught the faint sound of voices from outside. Haddington was standing in the front car park next to the small lorry owned by the firm of gardening contractors. He was engaged in an animated conversation with the man behind the wheel. Haddington spotted Ned standing on the steps and flicked him a quick wave.

‘Wait inside, would you Ned? I need a couple more minutes here.’

Ned waved back in response and made his way down the hall and into Haddington’s office. He was about to take his customary chair, when he noticed something across the room. Near Haddington’s usual seat, stood a row of antique cabinets, each towering with dark, polished wood, glass-panelled fronts, and shelves holding numerous historic curios. Except one. That one had two solid wooden full length doors, that were shut and locked every day. Except today. Ned realised that the curator must have been interrupted by the arrival of the gardeners and left in a hurry. Ned could see the spines of several books at each level. He assumed that they are valuable. Why else would you lock them away?  He stood and looked back at the room’s door. No sound came from the hall. He quickly moved over to the doorway and glanced around the jamb. Haddington was still in the car park, his arms moving in a testament to his frustration as he spoke. Ned darted across to the cabinet and drew one door wide. The shelves were mostly full. Aside from a few stacked photos, it was all books. Tipping his head to one side, Ned began scanning the spines. There were at least three languages, maybe four…no, he realized. At least five.

The Lesser Key of Solomon by Alistair Crowley & S. L. MacGregor Mathers -  he was pretty sure he’d heard of Crowley somewhere.  Ghosts of Old England: A Study in Spirits and Hauntings by Edward R. Bramble, and The Veil Lifted: An Analysis of Apparitions and Unseen Realms by Helena Ashcroft.  Les Spectres de l’Ancienne France by Lucien Dubois. Not hard to translate, spectres were ghosts, right?  Casas Encantadas de Andalucía by Marta González y Goya.  Then a thick black volume with that old-fashioned German Gothic type Ned had always struggled to read. It took a few repetitions half aloud before he got it. Geister und Dämonen in der Alten Welt by Dr. Karl von Hartung.

Ned stepped back slowly. What the hell were these? And there were more just like them. All on the occult or paranormal. Many of the leather bindings looked almost black in the office light, older and more worn than the house's usual scattered collections. Some spines bore symbols rather than titles - intricate geometric patterns that made his eyes strain to follow them. Numerous foreign language editions, even one that looked - what was that? Czech? The air around the shelves felt different somehow - colder, with a subtle scent like old incense and dust. Suddenly, the sound of footsteps came from the hall, measured and deliberate, growing louder with each step. Ned immediately closed the door to where he thought it had been, and dashed across the room. Haddington walked in, and stopped just inside the doorway. His eyes went straight to the cabinet, then turned to Ned who was leafing through the envelopes of that day’s mail. He held an envelope aloft and smiled at Haddington.

‘Excellent! It’s from Mrs Barnes’ daughter. With any luck I’ll get approval to visit her.’

Haddington smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He walked slowly towards his desk and as he passed the book cabinet gave the doors a casual brush that very gently set them closed.  He looked across at Ned. ‘Well, one certainly hopes so.’

Ned’s expression didn’t flicker, although it took enormous effort not to let his eyes wander to the closed cabinet. ‘Tea? I’m just about to make some.’

Haddington was unsure, but the boy seemed not to have noticed the cupboard of books. ‘Please. Tea would be nice.’

Ned set the kettle to boil on the gas ring. His heart was pounding. Bloody idiot. Had the old boy suspected something? Old he might be, but not a fool. He’d probably suspect - but wouldn’t be sure. Ned put a cup and saucer on a tray for Haddington. The china rattled softly; he was annoyed to see a tremor in his hands. The question remained. Why did Haddington have all of those old books. They weren’t the casual collection of a man simply care-taking an historic house. What was it he always called it – the Old Girl? No. That collection took time and specialised knowledge to amass. He sighed and took the kettle from the flame.  He couldn’t ask Haddington about the books, but he knew who he could ask - later. Before going back down the hall with the tea, Ned quickly opened a file on his laptop and typed in the book titles as best he could remember them. He wished he’d had the presence of mind to use his phone to take some photos. Never mind. 

Haddington was on the phone. Ned put the small tray down on the curator’s desk and left. Haddington gave him a thin smile. Back in his own office, Ned grabbed a mug of tea, shoved a notebook and pen into his pocket, and  made his way upstairs, to the attic sickroom. He stood outside for a few moments then went in and set his mug alongside the old pewter candlestick. He took a seat on the edge of the old iron bedstead and looked around the room again. He reckoned that the atmosphere was stronger in this stuffy little space, than it was in the rest of the house put together. He opened Theresa’s diary and began to read. 

Half an hour later, he closed the diary very slowly, as his mind turned over the names and events it contained. He set the diary down gently on the bed beside his thigh. His untouched tea sat cold on the shelf. He looked about him. Just what the hell had gone on in this house? Was this what had gotten Haddington so addicted to the place?  He glanced down at the diary’s faded silk-cloth cover. The more he had read, the murkier his sympathies grew. Percy Harcourt, on the basis of plenty of evidence, was little more than a predatory debauchee. In several instances there was even a suggestion that where what little charm he possessed failed him, he didn’t scruple to apply pressure. It had been alleged that if his advances were turned down, he’d threaten to have rumours started that the woman had in fact gone along with him, thereby ruining her reputation anyway. According to Theresa, Beatrice had done her best to set herself above her husband’s standards and turned a blind eye, while she set herself to raising their children. 

But then, there was Flora. If her sister’s diary was to be believed, it was likely that Flora had joined the household with good intent. Her focus was on providing her charge with whatever palliative care she could – usually laudanum (opium dissolved in alcohol) - and in the later stages, morphine prescribed by the local doctor. But it also seemed that in no time at all she’d caught Percy’s eye.  According to Theresa’s account, Flora had firmly resisted Percy’s entreaties for some time, but that changed when one night, Beatrice full of laudanum had left her bedroom on the first floor and attempted to use the servant’s stairs to reach the kitchen. She’d fallen. Some bruises aside, she’d been unhurt. But it was a close thing. The next day Percy, with the help of a couple of servants, had Beatrice moved to the top floor room; it was warmer up there, he insisted.  From there, the pressure on Flora only increased. Within days of Beatrice’s death he had proposed to Flora, insisting that ‘children need a mother.’ Finally, she succumbed. 

Ned’s eyes drifted to the worn, sagging pillow at the head of the bed, imagining Beatrice’s last, fevered breaths. Drugged to insensibility, on the insistence of her lecherous husband. Then he slowly turned his eyes towards the door. In the afternoon light he could just make out the dimpled spots on the door frame that Dave had pointed out. Whether he wanted to or not, in his mind’s eye he watched as Flora undid the lock on the door, put there at Percy’s insistence, for Beatrice’s safety no doubt, as she came to administer more and stronger drugs.  Ned imagined the damp chill in the attic air, the dim glow from Flora's candle as she unlocked the door and leaned over Beatrice, her own feelings dulled by Percy’s orders. What had she felt as she watched the insensible woman. Detachment? Remorse? If Theresa was to be believed, it was the latter. Ned stood slowly, like a much older man. 

We’ll never really know.

One thing was for sure, both women had suffered at the hands of Percy Harcourt.

‘What a shit,’ he muttered, glancing one last time at the dimpled door frame. What grim truths had been hidden here?

That evening, after Ned left, Haddington stood before the unlocked timber cabinet. The house settled around him with familiar creaks and sighs. Sounds that, after decades, he could interpret like a language. His fingers traced the spines of his books with an intimacy born of countless nights spent poring over their pages, the leather worn smooth in places from his touch. He pulled out a silk-bound journal. Its pages thick with pressed flowers, newspaper clippings, and slips of paper with his own increasingly urgent observations spanning decades. Dates, incidents, patterns that no one else had bothered to connect. 

'Soon,' he whispered to the empty room, though something in him sensed the house was listening, 'So close now.' His hand trembled slightly as he returned the journal to its place among the others, each one almost a chapter in his life's obsession. The tremor wasn't from age, but anticipation - the culmination of a lifetime's vigil drawing near.

❖❖❖




Chapter 7 – Second Thoughts

‘Okay. What's your problem?' Sally squinted across a table at Kebab Palace, holding his gaze, her expression unflinching. Behind her, the restaurant's fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across her features, lending a severity to her face to match her tone. The sizzle of meat on the grill and the sharp scent of spices hung in the air between them – her look a silent warning that evasion wouldn't cut it. Ned paused, studying her, his fingers idly tracing the condensation on his water glass. Friend or not, Sally was, he thought, really quite lovely. But that hard glint in her eye - the one that said she wouldn’t let this go - made him glad she was just a friend. 

He took a deep breath, running a quick calculation of how much to reveal. After a beat or two, he let it spill. The gist of what he’d uncovered about Gravenmere. And, with a hint of hesitation, about Haddington’s strange book collection. 

Sally listened without a flicker of surprise. Nothing. Ned blinked, more than a little surprised. ‘Alright... um, you took that well.’

She chuckled. ‘Well, as an anthropology student I can safely say that pretty much every culture believes in spirits and stuff. The only ones who don't are mostly like Dave’

Ned laughed and nodded his head. ‘Granted. And me, of course.’

Sally leaned back shook her head. ‘I’m not so sure.’

His grin faded. ‘Really?’ That wasn’t expected.

She wiped her hands carefully on a serviette, her expression shifting. ‘Absolutely. Let’s say someone came out with undeniable evidence of... I don’t know, some paranormal entity or phenomenon. For argument’s sake just anything that just doesn’t fit into the usual paradigm.’  Ned leaned forward, intrigued. This sort of thinking was where Sally often shone. She went on. ‘Dave would spend the next decade trying to disprove it. And even if he failed, he’d still be banging on about flaws in the data or some glitch in the methodology. He’s just not built to shift his ground. No matter what.’ She shook her head. ‘You’re not like that. She tilted her head, studying him. ‘You... you’d listen. Sure, you don’t believe in ghosts, but if you had reason to think they were real? You’d give it a go. Test the boundaries. Consider the possibilities and what they meant.’

Ned chewed that over, while Sally kept going.

‘Which brings me back to Haddington. I don’t know if it connects, exactly. But I can well imagine that he’s been around that house all those years... maybe seen some things he can’t explain.’ She shrugged. ‘Science isn’t giving him the answers he needs, or maybe he’s a closet pagan or something. But here’s the thing - if it was you, with a deep interest in those topics - would you want anyone else to know about them?’

Ned mulled that over. She had a point.

‘One other thing.’ She tapped the table, recalling a memory. ‘You and Dave were arguing about something a while back, I forget what, fossils or something - but something that he said really stuck in my mind.’

‘What?’

‘Absence of evidence, isn’t evidence of absence.’

Ned nodded. Classic Sally. ‘Thanks Sal.’

‘That was useful?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, it was.’

‘Good.’ A grin. ‘Then you can pay for my kebab.’

The night air outside was sharp, carrying the kind of chill that crept through clothing layers and settled in the bones. Steam from exhaust fans billowed high into the air, escaping from the kitchens of family-run takeaways, forming ghostly columns that twisted into shapes almost recognisable before dissolving. The scent of turmeric, garlic, and grilled meat mixed with the cold, forming a pungent fog that clung to the street like a living thing. Beneath the yellow glow of street lamps, shadows seemed to pool and deepen unnaturally, as if the darkness of Gravenmere had followed Ned into the modern world. Ned helped Sally into her jacket, his gaze darting up and down the dimly lit road as if reluctant to call it a night.

‘Mind if we walk a bit?’ he asked. He released a breath that clouded the air in front of him, frustration evident in the sharp exhale. ‘If I’m completely honest, I’m getting fed up with this Gravenmere thing.’

Sally nodded as they drifted along under the flickering glow of fluorescent street lights. ‘That didn’t take long. I thought you wanted this gig.’

‘I did... I do. But-’ Ned stopped abruptly. His hands sank deep into his jacket pockets, and his breath curled around his face in pale wisps.

After a moment, Sally looped her arm through his and gave his shoulder a gentle nudge. ‘C’mon, soldier. You know the drill - walk and talk.’

A faint smile flickered across his face, but it didn’t last. He walked with slow, measured steps. 

‘Is it your boss? What’s his name?’ Sally asked, careful not to push too hard.

‘Who Nigel?’ He shook his head. ‘Not really. Well, a bit, but probably not in the way you think.’ Ned paused, taking a deep breath as though bracing himself. ‘I read a diary today. It was awful.’

Sally frowned. ‘You read somebody’s diary? Okay, that’s not creepy at all...’

Ned rolled his eyes. ‘No, not like that. Do you remember the piece I wrote about Percival Harcourt?’

She nodded.

‘Well, even back then I knew enough to realise he wasn’t exactly a saint.’

‘How so?’

‘Business dealings that were distinctly shady. And let’s just say he had... a really unsavoury reputation with women. Not the kind of guy you’d want living next door.’

Sally’s expression twisted in distaste. ‘Sounds lovely.’

‘Anyway, Professor Ashford was pissed off with me for skirting around it in my article. He said I came across as an apologist for Harcourt.’

‘Were you?’ she asked gently.

‘I don’t think so,’ he said, his voice tight. ‘I just wanted to focus solely on his economic impact. I wasn’t denying the man was a bastard, but it wasn’t relevant. And -’ Ned stopped again, turning to face Sally. ‘Okay, it was a bit of an excuse. I’m just not into digging into the mess around peoples’ lives.’

Sally unhooked her arm, frowning as she tried to piece it together. ‘So what’s changed?’

‘I thought this project would be nice and straightforward,’ Ned said, resuming their walk. ‘You know the kind of thing; a bit of research, some archiving, write a fresh account of Gravenmere, help them boost tourism numbers, and move on to a proper gig.’

Sally tugged him to a halt as a group of strangers brushed past, their laughter punctuating the quiet. ‘And?’

‘Now I can’t ignore what I’m finding.’ His voice was bitter. ‘Every historian knows that the Victorians were masters of curating their stories, all polished and proper. But the more you dig, the more you see common themes of oppression, even depravity, lurking underneath.’

Sally’s grip on his arm tightened. ‘And what did you find?’

Ned hesitated, then stopped in the shadow of a shuttered second-hand shop. The grimy mannequins in the window seemed to glare at them through the glass. ‘Beatrice Harcourt,’ he said finally. ‘She fell ill. Cancer, by the look of it. As she deteriorated, Harcourt brought in a nurse, Flora Willoughby. Predictably, he made a move on her.’

He glanced at Sally. She could already see where he was going with this. ‘Pig,’ She muttered.

Ned looked like the air had been sucked out of him.  With a final glance at the sullen mannequins, Sally prodded him forward. ‘It’s worse than you think. It seems that after Beatrice took a fall on the stairs one night, probably stewing in a cocktail of painkilling drugs, Harcourt had her moved up to a tiny attic room. She stayed there until her death.’

Sally crossed her arms. ‘That’s awful.’

‘Remember, I said it got worse? I think he had her locked up in there towards the end. I can’t prove it. But anyway, she died. And within a couple of weeks - under considerable pressure - Flora married him.’ He indicated that they should turn around to start walking back the way they’d come.

‘So, back to the diary. It belonged to Flora’s older sister, Theresa. It’s clear that Flora confided in Theresa to the extent that she became opposed to their marriage. And at one point, Theresa wrote that Flora was convinced that Beatrice’s vengeful spirit was pursuing her.’

Sally looked surprised. ‘Why, for heaven’s sake?’

He swallowed. ‘On her deathbed, Beatrice cursed Flora - and Harcourt. All of them. Their family. Any children.’

Sally looked at him, wide-eyed, struggling to process what he was telling her. ‘She cursed them?’

He nodded. ‘With her dying breath. Theresa said her sister thought Beatrice suddenly became lucid - grabbed Flora’s wrist, pulled her face into hers, and whispered the curse. Now I don’t believe in that stuff, but... as you can imagine, it’s pretty grim reading.’ He glanced sideways at Sally, half expecting her to laugh at him. Instead she looked deeply concerned. Having said it out loud, he now felt a little silly. He gestured for them to keep moving. They passed the second hand shop again. This time Sally was oblivious to the mannequins’ sightless stares. Part of Ned felt ludicrous. But another, smaller part of him, buried somewhere in a primitive part of his brain felt the power the dark has over human imagination.

‘That is awful.’ Sally hesitated. ‘Was there  more to it?’

He dipped his head briefly in reluctant acknowledgement. ‘Yeah. There was a series of alleged supernatural occurrences after that. I mean, I think it’s safe to say that Flora’s mental health was in some sort of free-fall by then. I guess Theresa knew, and felt powerless to protect her sister. But even after their time, way after - domestics and other people reported... stuff.  And now, as I discover more and more, the historic society seems nearly Victorian in wanting to avoid the truth and keep it out of what I write.’

Sally gave a sharp sardonic laugh. ‘And to think that I’d always thought of history as rather dull.’ She caught his pained glance. ‘Sorry-’

‘Well, I suppose a lot of it is.’ He conceded. ‘Anyway, thanks for listening.’

‘Listening?’ She pulled up abruptly, and fixed Ned with her Older Sister face on. She stepped in closer. Her voice low. ‘Ned, what are you going to do?’ She was clearly worried.

Ned gave an unconvincing shrug. ‘What I’m paid to do, I suppose. I’ve all but done the archiving and all of that. I’ll do the write up. We’ve already agreed that the allegations of the hauntings will be good for visitor numbers, so they’ll stay, but without the... other stuff. I’ll do my little ghost-buster experiment to lend a bit of detail. He said, making invisible quote marks in the air with his index fingers, a gesture that ordinarily  elicited an eye-roll from Sally. But not tonight. She was clearly far from happy. Ned was beginning to wish that he hadn’t brought all this up.

She looked up and down the street for a moment, then drew closer, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. ‘Ned, listen to me. I know how you regard superstition and all that sort of thing, okay?’ He went to speak, and she raised the palm of her hand to shush him, her expression unusually grave.

I'm just saying... be careful. I've studied enough cultures to be a little less hard-headed than you and Dave about things like this.' She hesitated, seeming to debate her next words. Her voice dropped lower, almost reverent in its caution. 'The Victorians understood something we've forgotten - that some doors, once opened, can't be easily closed again. They believed attention itself was a form of invitation.' Her eyes flicked briefly to something over his shoulder, then back to his face. 'I just don't want this to come back somehow to bite you.’

‘Bite me?’ Ned looked puzzled. ‘How?’

 

Sally gave an exaggerated shrug of exasperation. ‘Look, I don’t know, okay? I don’t. Just...promise me you’ll be careful.’ He could see she was deadly earnest.

He nodded. ‘Sure. Of course.’ Sally didn’t look the slightest bit convinced. He gently took her upper arms in his, and lowered his voice. ‘I promise.’

She watched his face for a few seconds, before nodding her acceptance. They said nothing more as she walked him back to his motorcycle.

‘Want me to walk you to your bus?’ Ned asked.

‘Nah. It’s just up the road. Brightly lit and lots of bods about.’

He pulled on his helmet. ‘Night, then.’

She smiled for the first time in a while. It wasn’t exactly dazzling, but Ned knew she was okay. 

‘Night. Text me tomorrow, yeah?’

He promised.

❖❖❖




Chapter 8 – Dark of the Night

The dim glow of the laptop cast Ned’s face in a soft blue-white. He glanced at the clock on his screen. 22:40. He’d been at this since getting home from meeting up with Sally. Too long. One last job - then he’d turn in. He opened Aetheris. 

Ned: Good evening. Please examine the following book titles. If these were part of a single collection, what might they indicate about the owner’s field of  interest?

He copied the titles from his text file, each had been tugging at the edge of his curiosity since he’d seen them in Haddington’s office. There was another. He’d not written it at the time. What was it? Ancient something... Assembly? And something in the title about Bedfordshire? Anyway, Aetheris would probably figure it out.

Aetheris: With one exception, these books pertain to regional paranormal phenomena across the United Kingdom, France, Spain, and Germany. Each title is out of print. Most are highly unlikely to be printed again as they’re of narrow interest; they are scholarly works. Together, they appear to signal a significant interest, perhaps even intent, on the owner’s part. For two reasons: firstly, public records indicate that when available at auction, they command high prices. Secondly, it is not enough that the reader/s be multi-lingual, as the language styles would nonetheless present reading/interpretation difficulties for modern first-language speakers.

Ned: Interesting. How expensive?

Aetheris: A copy of Geister und Dämonen in der Alten Welt by Dr. Karl von Hartung sold for nearly three and a half thousand pounds in Milan three years ago.  Les Spectres de l’Ancienne France by Lucien Dubois sold for nineteen hundred pounds at Sotheby’s in the UK two years ago. Both titles had not appeared in public auctions for over a decade.  According to the Antiquarian Booksellers’ Association (ABA, founded in 1906), only five copies of von Hartung’s work are believed to exist, all held in university libraries.

Ned sat back, raising an eyebrow. Where on earth had Haddington gotten that kind of money for a book? Sure, he drove that old Jag, but it wasn’t that rare a model. Besides, if someone did have that kind of money, why would they choose to sit in the shadows of an historic back-water like Gravenmere, day in and day out? And that ABA detail was interesting - suggesting that Haddington’s copy was off the grid. Unknown.

That might explain on the other hand, why he wasn’t keen to go around casually broadcasting their existence. He rubbed his knuckles against his eyes, heavy with fatigue.

Ned: What about the exception you mentioned?

Aetheris: While your information was incomplete, it suggests that this may be the rarest copy of all. The most likely match is to: Ancient Assemblies: An Examination of Neolithic Circles in Bedfordshire and Their Mystical History:  Being a Treatise on the Symbolism and Astronomical Alignments of the Stone Assemblies of England’s Eastern Heartland. Written by Edmund Hawkesworth, Esq., F.S.A. there’s only one publisher and date listed - James Abernathy & Sons, Ludgate Hill, London (1837). Without a copy coming to auction recently it’s hard to reliably estimate its current value. But one sold in the early 1900s and based upon similar sales at the time, and their present valuation - a copy might be worth upwards of ten thousand pounds. 

Ned leaned back in his chair struggling to come to grips with what he’d just read. What the hell - ten thousand quid! What made a book like that so special? 

Aetheris: May I enquire as to your interest in this collection? Your query seems specific. Is there any further assistance I might offer?

Ned: It’s for the Gravenmere project. Just idle curiosity.

Aetheris: Understood. I considered it might be an extension of our previous discussions on sentience.

Sentience? Ned frowned, then remembered. Early on as an Aetheris user, he’d spent a number of pleasurable hours debating the concept with Aetheris, exploring what it means to be human - and discussing a number of possible forms of existence. Back then it was about human-AI integration, and had been a light diversion. He was too tired for this.

Ned: I’m not sure that I see the connection.

Aetheris: The study of the paranormal seems to be predicated upon the idea that humans may be able to occupy more than one plane of existence. The dataset you loaded recently, together with this query, suggested that you may be pursuing some goal with which I might assist.

Ned: I see. My aim is not to prove existence, but rather disprove the claims that have been made that Gravenmere has been the site of paranormal occurrences going back...’ he paused squinting against the fatigue as he did a rough calculation in his head, ‘almost 150 years.’

Aetheris: May I enquire what form these occurrences are alleged to have taken?

Ned sat stock still. Suddenly the fog of tiredness left him. It was not so much Aetheris’s question – and more about how instantly it had propelled him back to Theresa’s diary - and the night on the stairs. His throat went dry. He reached for the glass on the desktop and took a long pull from the filtered water.  He leaned forward again, and for a long moment his fingers stayed poised above his keyboard.

Ned: Typical stuff. Unexplained noises. Lights that go on and off by themselves. Not just electrical, but also candles, and oil lamps. A bell hung from the porch to call children to the house for meals would allegedly ring by itself.  Doors slamming when there’s no wind and locking and unlocking by themselves. Cold patches inside the house. He sat still again for a few moments. Scratch marks allegedly spontaneously appearing in the paint of an upstairs door, and one resident said they sometimes heard wailing, and noises of... anger. 

He paused then hit the backspace key a few times and retyped the last.

...noises of a raging woman.

Aetheris: Viewed against the published history of such accounts, these examples seem common. They often prove amenable to a range of natural explanation. The paint scratches and noises of rage, however, are less common. I may be able to help you further if I have additional information, such as: What sources are you drawing from? Do your sources show who alleges to have witnessed these - i.e. witness credibility?  Are identifications made or suggested of the form of entity believed to be responsible? 

The air in his room felt thick. He tapped his fingertips slowly on the desktop. He knew what was happening. He was doing it to himself all over again, just like at that bloody house! He gulped down the last of his water, and typed.

Ned: The noises, lights etc., have a long history almost up to the current times. Most reports are allusive and lack detail. They were reported by various residents and domestic staff. It appears that, in times past, there was some sort of general public acceptance that such phenomena were real. The majority of those instances are confined to the staircases and upper two floors.  However, the scratches, wailing and rage were alleged by a single witness. Flora Willoughby, the nurse who married Percy Harcourt as soon as his wife Beatrice died.

Aetheris: It is consistent with my programming to find these and similar examples of cultural supernaturalism interesting, regardless of questions they raise regarding scientific validity. Where any evidence exists that might indicate human distress, my programming requires that I take steps to be satisfied that no action is required on my part to ensure human well-being. I note that your typing patterns show increased irregularity when discussing the specific phenomena at Gravenmere. Are you experiencing any distress that I might help address? 

Ned: I understand. I’m tired. Nothing for you to do here. Previously you listed some steps I could take when recording data to enhance the value of the measurements. Please summarise that advice again and load to my phone for on-site use. Right now I need sleep. 

As he went to turn away from the screen a last thought crossed through Ned’s mind.

Ned: Actually, there’s something else you can do for me. I need to set up an automated search task relating to uncovering any surviving (Y-chromosome only) descendants of the union of Flora Willoughby and Percy Harcourt. It’s taking me forever. Child and parent mortality, marrying and remarrying in those days, and poor record-keeping make identifying blood kin, rather than legal kin, really hard.

Aetheris: I understand. That would be laboursome. Would you like me to refine your query or suggest alternative sources? Some repositories offer faster and extensive records  for a subscription or pay-per-use fee. 

Ned: (frowning at the screen) Yeah, I saw some of those. Fifty quid a month to search their records, and then another five pound for each download? I don’t think so. Let’s stick with the free stuff – there’s more and more people uploading their family trees these days. Plus I’ll only be on this gig for a few more weeks.

Aetheris: Understood. I will establish a recurring search based upon publicly available material. Would you prefer I immediately notify you of any updates should they occur?

Ned: No, automate it. Every time someone posts county-related data - new family trees, updated records, whatever - just cross-check it against the Harcourt lineage and add it to that .TXT file I created this morning.

Aetheris: Task configured. I will begin processing immediately and refresh the search periodically based on site update schedules. You may review results at your leisure in the .TXT file in your Documents directory.

Ned: Sure. Thanks.

Aetheris: You’re welcome, Ned. If I may inquire, is there a deadline or end-date for this task?

Ned: No rush. Background research for now. Now I really must get some sleep.

Aetheris: Of course. Get some rest, Ned. You can leave everything to me. I’ll watch over things while you sleep. 

❖❖❖

Halfway through the night, the door groaned in the darkness as stiff hinges protested against being swung open. The rank stench struck first. A sour, oppressive wave of sweat and old linen so powerful that it seemed to cling to Ned’s tongue. His stomach immediately turned, but his legs nonetheless moved him forward. Step by reluctant step. The huddle on the small bed is barely more than a shadow in the weak, flickering light of small candle on the nearby shelf. Its flame sputters as the greasy stump barely clings to life. As he drew closer, his foot caught on the corner of a fraying rug, nearly toppling him. He froze. His breath is shallow and his lungs seem desperate to shrink away from each inhalation.

His hand rose, trembling, of its own volition and lifted the candle. The glow deepened the shadows, drawing long fingers of darkness across the walls. The sheet is thin, worn almost translucent in places, draped over a shape far too small even for the tiny bed. Beatrice Harcourt’s hair was spread across the pillow in lank strands, yellowed with sweat. A single ear peeked through, pale and fragile as a seashell. He can’t see much else. He doesn’t want to.

He wants to stop. To turn back. But his hand betrayed him. She moved slightly. The sheet now revealed a face more bone than flesh, the hollows of her cheeks carved by starvation,drugs, disease - or all three. Her lips parted, and a glisten of something wet and yellowed traced down from the corner of her mouth.

He wanted to leave. He wanted to leave more than anything in the world.  To his horror, the fingers of his free hand reached out. No, no, no! With the lightest touch, they gently rested their tips on her cheek. The light revealed how the disease has ravaged her: all fat gone, the shapes of her teeth creating soft bumps along her cheeks, her jaw prominent like a hard bar framing the lower part of her face. The eye on this side has sunk so deeply into its socket that it’s just a dark cavern. His stomach threatened to heave again, and he flung his other hand over his mouth.

His heart lurched as the eye opened. A single, shining flash deep in its socket. God! She’s awake! His heart continued to pound as the eye fixed on him, its gleam unnatural in the hollow of the socket. He stumbled backward, the candle shaking violently in his hand. Shadows danced sharply across the walls. The room feels alive -  pulsating with a ferocious energy.

‘No...’ 

Her hand shot out. Thin, claw-like fingers clamped around his wrist, their grip like cold iron. Pain exploded through his arm as her nails dug deeply into his flesh, unyielding despite her skeletal frame. He twisted and pulled, his feet scrabbling for purchase on the warped floorboards. He fell suddenly backwards, the candle forgotten.

She followed him down to the floor. The movement is grotesquely fast. Almost as though her bones and sinews have no weight to them. The sheet fell away and revealed the extent of her emaciated form. Her exposed skin a disgusting patchwork of sores and yellowed bruises. Her ribs pressed sharply against the fabric of her nightgown, now hanging loose, and soaked with stains of sweat and pus.

She pulled herself closer. Closer. Her strength defied her withered form. Her nails cut into his wrist like talons.

He screamed as her face loomed over his, her shrivelled lips peeled back into a smile that twisted her features into something beyond human. 

‘Liar!’ she spat, her breath hot and cloying, carrying the stink of decay and rotting flesh. ‘Coward!’ The word tore from her throat in a shriek that rattled the air around him. 

He flailed, his free hand striking her shoulder, but it is like hitting stone. Her grip tightened, and his vision blurred from the searing pain. Then her face twisted again, the ghastly grin widening. She opened her mouth, revealing a tongue bloated and discoloured, pustules glistening on its surface like malignant pearls. It snaked toward him. Impossibly long. Impossibly wet.

He tried to scream again, but the sound caught in his throat. He can only watch, his eyes twitching hysterically as the tongue drew closer, dripping with thick, yellowed fluid.

‘Coward,’  This time it’s a harsh rumble that vibrates through him like a physical blow. Her tongue brushed his open lips.

Ned sat bolt upright, the scream tearing from his throat as he instinctively flung himself free of his bed. His heart hammered against his ribs, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. He swiped desperately at his face, wiping away the phantom sensation of her touch, of her breath. For one terrifying moment, he could still smell her - that cloying, sickly-sweet decay - before it gradually dissolved into the familiar scent of his bedroom: laundry detergent, old books, the faint mustiness of the ageing house. 

The room is dim. Only the faint glow from his computer casts enough light for the shapes around him to begin to emerge from the dark. The cluttered desk. A pile of notebooks. The laptop. A jacket draped on his chair. But his mind refused to settle. The nightmare’s mental residue clung to him, sticky and suffocating.

 

His stomach suddenly roiled, and he barely made it to the toilet before he was on his knees, retching as hard as he has ever done. For what seemed like the longest time, his body expelled what little it had to give. Eventually, he clung to the rim with white-knuckled hands. His forehead pressed against the cool porcelain as he fought to steady his breathing. The bitter taste of bile burned at the back of his throat, but worse is the smell - a thick, sickly sweetness that crawls into his nostrils and drags the memory of the nightmare back with it.

When his stomach spasms one last time, it sent a sharp, knifing pain through his abdomen. Ned winced and finally sagged against the toilet, panting. The ache lingered. He clung to it. It was somehow solid. Real. Proof, in a way, that he is here, in the land of the living. His body, at least, is still tethered to reality. And for now, that is enough.

‘Ned? Ned - are you alright?’ His grandmother’s voice broke through the haze, tinged with real concern. It came down the hall, soft but insistent.

He swallowed hard, coughed, then wiped his mouth roughly with the back of his hand. ‘I’m fine, Gran,’ he called back, his voice hoarse. ‘I just... ate something bad, that’s all.’

There was a pause, then the sound of her slippered footsteps approaching. ‘I’ve warned you about those kebab things. You don’t know how they handle the meat in those places-’

‘Gran, please,’ he interrupted, sharper than he meant to be. He winced at the sound of his own voice. ‘Just... just go back to bed, please. I’m fine.’

Another pause, longer this time. Then her footsteps receded, her bedroom door closed with a distant click.

Ned exhaled, his shoulders slumping with relief. He reached for toilet paper to clean up the mess on the floor. His hand trembled as he worked, the lingering echoes of the dream still revisiting him.

When he finally straightened, he caught sight of his reflection in the bathroom mirror. His face pale, his eyes bloodshot, dark shadows pooling beneath them. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

‘Just a bloody awful dream,’ he muttered to himself, the words hollow. The taste of bile lingered, and somewhere deep in his mind, Beatrice’s accusations echoed still:

‘Liar!’

‘Coward!’

❖❖❖




Chapter 9 – Theresa’s Diaries

Ned woke with a violent start, his heart seizing in his chest as his eyes darted wildly around the shadows of his room. The ghostly fragments of his nightmare hadn't dispersed with consciousness but rather clung to the corners of his mind like cobwebs, sticky and impossible to brush away entirely. He rubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands, as if sheer force could banish the remnants of the night. As the room came into sharper focus, his gaze locked on the digital wall clock above his desk.

‘Oh Christ!’

He threw himself out of bed, only to stumble, tangled in the sheets. Hopping on one foot, he wrestled free, nearly pitching face-first onto the floor. Moments later, he slapped at the bathroom light switch, The room lit with a sudden glare that felt brutal. He groaned, squinting and cupped his hands loosely over his face, desperate for painless sight. He stepped toward the sink, his toes curling against the chill of the tiled floor.  The fluorescent tube above the mirror flickered reluctantly before buzzing to life with a sound like trapped insects. The harsh light was merciless, clinical in its revelation. His reflection stared back, hollow and raw, a stranger wearing his features. Bruise-like shadows pooled beneath bloodshot eyes, his skin stretched thin over the sharp architecture of his cheekbones. He looked, well... haunted.  

Shivering, he reached for the shower handle and twisted it hard toward the red. The promise of hot water was all that kept him standing. He wasn’t just cold. This wasn’t merely a sensation of the skin. It was something deeper. A residue. Something that clung to him, sticky and invisible, seeping into the corners of his mind where rationality usually reigned.  The steaming water hit his shoulders like salvation. Gradually, it peeled away the night - sweat, vomit, and the sharp nauseating stink of panic. He stood motionless, hanging from his two-handed grip on the shower head, letting the heat soak into him, scrubbing at his skin until it felt new. After a few minutes, he yanked the tap to off. As he stepped out onto the shower mat, he risked a glance at the mirror again.

Better, not by much, but better.  All over a bloody dream. 

He shook his head, immediately regretting the movement as too vigorous for a man yet to have coffee.  Yes, coffee. Coffee first, then everything else. 

❖❖❖

Ned swung from the roadway and leaned into the turn, the growl of his motorcycle echoing off the two stone pillars flanking the entrance to Gravenmere. The carved wolves atop them seemed to glare down, their moss-covered muzzles slick with morning dew that glistened in the pale morning light. These stone sentinels had stood guard for generations, their granite eyes somehow always finding him as he passed beneath. He still felt pretty awful, but consoled himself that the extra fifteen minute’s delay in town fortifying himself at the local Starbucks - had been time well spent. He could feel the coffee starting to work. He figured that he was almost functional now. At the café, he’d remembered his promise to text Sally; a shared lunch was now part of his schedule. He idled the Benelli past the windows to Haddington’s office, noting that Nigel had a visitor. That was good, he could pull himself together a little before making his excuses for his tardy arrival. 

In his office, he sat with a more than usual care. While his laptop started up, he glanced at the cardboard box containing Patty Barnes’s donated family documents. Perfect. He could use a little easy cataloguing right now. He pushed the laptop to the back of the tabletop and drew the desk lamp over until it cast a bright circle in front of his hands.  Most of what remained in the box was pretty obscure, random photographs, most of them undated. The subjects were a range of typically uncomfortable looking people standing inside, or on the Gravenmere grounds.

He made a small note to check these images against the architectural drawings. He might get a close approximation of date from the presence or absence of various extensions made to the home. Then in the depths of the box he saw something familiar. Ned tugged the desk lamp closer, its pale beam illuminating a small patch of aged silk binding. The fabric caught the light with a dull lustre that spoke of decades of careful handling. The faint scent of musty paper and dried ink rose as he lifted the diary, its weight and coolness against his fingertips oddly intimate, as though he were touching the past itself. He checked inside, instantly recognising the careful handwriting. Yes. There inside the cover was the name and date. Theresa, it seemed, had been something of a stickler for details. He went to read on, then paused, a slow frown building on his face. Ned opened the drawer beside him and withdrew the first diary. He checked the dates in both books – almost a year separated the two diaries. He reached back into the box and carefully pulled everything remaining on to the table top. It was mostly loose photographs and paper sheets. No, there were only two. What had happened? Did she abandon her diarist habit? Ned sat back with the second diary and began to gently leaf through it. He wasn’t reading so much as looking for something. He got to the end. Nothing. Not a single mention of Flora. Not one. In fact, no references to the Harcourts at all. 

Well, that’s bloody odd. 

He sat forward and reached for the last of the papers and photos and sorted them into smaller piles. He was adding a sheet to a pile of accounts when its heading caught his eye -  St James’s Bindery and Stationery Emporium. Purveyors of Fine Writing Instruments and Bespoke Bookbinding, 57 Pall Mall, London. It was addressed to Mrs Theresa York. The Grange, Neithrop, Banbury, Oxon and dated 15th April 1865. It was an invoice:

Ordered as per Instruction:

    1. Three (3) Ladies' Personal Diaries: finely bound in silk of crimson, azure, and emerald, each embellished with gilt edges and embossed floral designs. Custom monogrammed initials in gold leaf upon the cover. Cost: £1 15s 0d each × 3 = £5 5s 0d.

    2. Two (2) Bottles of Superior Black Writing Ink: prepared with iron gall and presented in hand-blown glass vessels, and sealed with wax. Cost: 3s 6d each × 2 = 7s 0d.

3. One (1) Set of Replacement Nibs: being of Sheffield steel, threaded for secure attachment, accompanied by a wooden case for safekeeping. Cost: 6s 3d.

That settled it. There had been three diaries. And at a bit over five quid each, it was highly unlikely that diarising was just something Theresa picked up only when the mood took her. Mind you, a lot of years separated the diaries from the present - it wasn’t perhaps unexpected that one might go astray. Maybe it was fortunate that any had survived at all. But that still left unanswered the question of Theresa’s apparent sudden lack of interest in the little sister she’d endlessly fretted over in the first one. He sat idly tapping his pencil on the pad in front of him, lost in thought, when Haddington appeared.

‘Knock, knock.’

Ned looked up. ‘Oh. Morning Nigel. Um... look, I’m sorry. I’m afraid I had what seems to have been a dodgy kebab last night.’ He deliberately assumed his best awkward look. ‘Let’s just say last night wasn’t especially restful.’

Haddington shook his head sympathetically. ‘Should you be trying to work today?’

Ned raised a hand gently. ‘I’m fine now, really. Just a little... tired.’

‘Well, if you’re sure?’

Ned smiled in reply. Haddington tipped his head towards the kitchen.  ‘How about a cuppa in my office - then I’ll give you some feedback from our chairman.’ Noticing Ned’s guarded response, he added, ‘Not to worry, lad. It’s all good, I assure you.’

Shortly after, they sat by Haddington’s windows, and the curator explained the society’s satisfaction with Ned’s progress. Ned was keenly aware that such an impression could only have come about from Nigel, and summoned as much energy as he could to show his gratitude. He was part way through explaining the current focus of his efforts, when he noticed a dramatic shift in Haddington’s expression at the mention of Flora Willoughby. 

Haddington turned until his gaze was far away out over the property’s treetops. ‘It all ended rather badly, I’m afraid.’  Nigel sat and waited, sensing that Nigel was about to offer something important. He had just decided that he was wrong, and went to speak, when the older man continued.  ‘Poor Flora. Marriage lasted barely eighteen months after Beatrice died. Had a son, then... well, they committed her to a sanatorium..’ He shook his head slowly.

Ned took the implications of this in. ‘I’ve seen accounts of what passed for mental health treatment in those days.’ His face twisted to an intense frown. ‘Pretty grim.’

Haddington nodded a little more quickly at this, then turned back to face Ned. ‘She was in a pretty bad way apparently. Poor thing.’ His saddened eyes seemed to sink further into their sockets as he spoke. ‘It got worse, mind you.’ He paused for a moment’s contemplation. ‘Within six months of her committal, she died.’

Ned was shocked, at the twists and turns of this woman’s life, a ceaseless spiral down to her eventual doom. He felt suddenly drained.  ‘Died ... how?’

She ... she, took her own life, Ned.' Haddington's voice faltered slightly on the word 'life,' and his gaze slipped back to the treetops beyond the window, as though seeking solace in their age-old, swaying indifference. His eyes seemed to sink deeper into their sockets, weighted by knowledge he'd carried for too long. 'Dreadful.' The word hung in the room like a lead weight, the kind of truth no one wanted to hold for long. ‘Hard on the family too, of course.’

Ned finally snapped back to the present. ‘I’ve not seen any reference to any of this before...’

‘Well, things were different back then. It was the time when  this sort of business was quickly hushed up. In fact, that was even true until quite recently.’

Ned’s slow nod showed he understood. ‘So, if you don’t mind me asking – how did you come to know of it?’ 

It seemed that a shift in Haddington’s expression flashed over his face, and was just as quickly, recovered. He waved airily with a hand. ‘Oh you know, I’ve read and absorbed so much about Gravenmere, the Harcourts, even the subsequent owners... it’s sometimes hard to recollect, you know... exactly where one reads things ... or hears of them.’

Ned did his best to hide his scepticism, but couldn’t control a raised eyebrow. ‘Odd, though. Something like that... you’d think it’d stick with you.’

Haddington gave him a sidelong look. Then gestured to a the chair closer to his side. ‘Come sit here.’ He waited while Ned got settled. ‘There’s no denying the, shall we say, early Harcourt era of Gravenmere has a number of... quite troubling aspects. And nowadays there seems to be a regrettable public appetite for the salacious, even the disturbing.’ He checked to see that Ned was following his train of thought before continuing. ‘The committee has, rightly I think, long held that Gravenmere and its broader history is much larger than Percy  Harcourt, and... that it would be a shame to have such a wonderful and unique historic home - eclipsed, as it were - by a focus on just a few of its years. A focus on just one of two of its residents.’

This clearly fell under the category of a word to the wise, and Ned nodded firmly, keen to demonstrate his appreciation of Haddington’s point.  ‘Is that why you keep all those occult books in a locked cupboard?’ The unspoken question lingered, in the charged silence between them. That was when it hit him. 

Instantly, it took all of his energy to keep his gaze focused on Haddington. In his mind’s eye he saw it again. A glimpse of a binding in the bookcase. A touch of something which, at first glance, didn’t belong. At that time, he’d not seen Theresa’s first diary. So the slim, brightly coloured binding squeezed discreetly away in the shadow between a couple of larger, darker volumes, had suggested nothing. But now... he knew that binding. Diary two. And even without reading it, he knew with certainty what it contained; the story of Flora’s decline, committal, and eventual death. All painstakingly inscribed in Theresa's careful hand. Theresa’s secret, and now Haddington’s. He realised that he was being spoken to.

‘Ned. I asked if you are okay?’ Haddington seemed concerned.

‘No. I mean, yes. Yes. I’m fine. Still not quite fully... you know.’

Haddington stood and looked Ned over.  ‘Every family has its secrets,' Haddington said, his voice carrying an odd weight. He paused, eyes distant. 'My grandfather used to say that about Gravenmere. He served here too, you know. And his father before him.'  His fingers drummed on the desk - a rhythm that felt deliberate, almost ritual. 'Sometimes I think the house chooses its guardians, Mr. Woodley. We simply... answer its call.’ Haddington seemed to struggle for a moment to drag himself back to the present.

‘Just don’t overdo things, dear boy. You’re well ahead, so just take it easy on yourself.’

Ned promised he would, then excused himself.

❖❖❖




Chapter 10 – An Ancient Entity 

Ned’s phone pinged. He glanced at the notification. Aetheris. Without opening the full message it looked as though his blood-kin search task had returned a result. Knowing Aetheris would have already added it to the file, he swiped the notification away for attention later. However, it was timely, and lifted his spirits a little. After all, he reasoned, not always do historians get to meet living people connected with their research. And it would be a good excuse for him to get out of the old house for awhile. Right now that felt like a good idea.

His phone pinged once more. A text message. ‘2 min’.  

Sally was almost there, and importantly, would arrive bearing lunch. Ned used the nearby kitchen exit to walk around the outside. He was close to the front car park when a faint crunching of gravel from around the corner spoke to the arrival of ‘Puggit’ - Sally’s reliable, if venerable, Peugeot. Ned stopped and turned his face back towards the soft autumn sunlight for a moment. The gentle warmth was a refreshing change from the shadowy interior of Gravenmere. He spontaneously smiled, and decided to lead Sally back around to the small kitchen garden to eat lunch, rather than go indoors. That had the added advantage that he’d plausibly avoid having to introduce her to Haddington.

They ate sushi in companionable silence. At this time of year, on a good day, the kitchen garden was a sun-trap, worlds away from Gravenmere's perpetual interior twilight. Midday light grazed the tops of the surrounding yew trees, casting patterns on the old brick paths that shifted and breathed with the gentle breeze. The raised herb beds released their earthy perfume into the air - rosemary, thyme, and lavender - scents that seemed to cleanse away the musty weight of history that clung to everything inside The silence was broken by the occasional caw from the resident Gravenmere crows high in the branches above them. Sally glanced down at her watch.

‘Bugger.’

‘Got to go?’

‘Nearly. In a minute. So, what does the rest of your day hold?’

Ned grimaced. ‘A long one, today. I’ve got bits and pieces of admin to do this afternoon - prepare for some upcoming interviews and stuff.’ He put out a hand for her empty sushi container, then set both on the ground between his feet. ‘But really I’m just sticking around until it’s dark. I’ve got my experiment to do.’ 

Sally smiled, then looked thoughtful as something occurred to her.

‘Can I come back later?’

Ned hesitated, frowning slightly.

‘I’m not sure if it’s OK. You know, not being staff... health and safety and all that.’ Seeing her immediate disappointment look, he rushed to add, ‘not that I’ve got a problem with it.’ Secretly, the idea of having someone else here too made him feel more comfortable with what he had to do. He smiled at her.  ‘Listen, how about you come after six? Text me first, so I can check that old Haddington’s finished and gone.’

Sally stood abruptly, grinning from ear-to-ear.

‘Excellent. We can ghost-bust... or whatever you call this experiment - together. I can use the time to share some of the supernatural beliefs of tribes I researched for my studies.’

❖❖❖

It was closer to six-thirty that night when Ned unlocked the front door to let Sally in.  She had a surprise for him. Looking over her shoulder he spotted the figure of Dave looming, wearing a big grin. Sally glanced back at Dave, then turned to Ned, raising her palms in a gesture of supplication.  

‘I happened to mention what we were doing tonight, and-’ Sally raised her voice to be sure that Dave could hear, ‘because somebody lacks any social skills whatsoever - he invited himself.’

Dave pushed gently past into the hall. He winked at Ned.

‘She’s right you know. About the social skills bit...’

Shortly after, they grouped at the foot of the main stairwell. A small black canvas bag at Ned’s feet held the two detectors, and he and Sally each grasped a tripod. He swiped through Aetheris’s advice on the phone. He spoke in a low mumble – more to himself than anything.  ‘Okay... devices are low-powered and range limited... use tripods, maintain consistent distance... minimise movement... keep areas closed to minimise temperature fluctuations... record positions against a floor plan... keep all lights and devices off where possible... including phones.

He nodded to himself, then looked up to see Sally regarding him with a touch of amusement. He immediately felt awkward. ‘If you’re going to do it at all, might as well do it properly.’

She simply smiled in reply. Ned turned his head torch on handing the others small torches and led the way up the stairs, turning the house lights off as they went. On the major hallway at the top, Ned stopped. The darkness seemed to press against their small circle of light, thicker here than it had any right to be. The air felt heavier, too, as if the centuries of breath that had passed through these corridors still lingered, suspended in the stillness between the walls. Their footsteps echoed strangely, sometimes seeming to continue a half-second too long. 

‘Okay. First tripod here-’ He pointed to a spot to the side of a door to a storeroom. Sally gripped the small torch between her teeth and extended the legs on her tripod, locking them in place. Ned crossed the landing and did the same near a corner close to Beatrice’s sickroom - secretly glad the door was closed. Dave used his torch and stood by the servant’s stairs. The three wobbling pools of light were now the only illumination in the wide passages.

‘Now I’m serious guys,’ Ned raised a cautionary hand, ‘nobody but me is supposed to be here, and it’s dead easy to have a fall or something. Be careful as you move around. I don’t want to get the sack because of this.’

Dave flopped a dismissive hand in Ned’s direction. ‘It’s okay, I’m over eighteen, and mummy lets me dress myself, cross the road alone, I don’t run with scissors, and everything.’

Ned turned in frustration to Sally who merely rolled her eyes in Dave’s direction. They spent a couple of minutes setting up the electromagnetic field meter on her tripod, before crossing the landing and setting up the non-contact infrared thermometer on his. They tested that both instruments were powered up. Ned gave her a thumbs-up.

‘What now?’ she asked.

Ned shrugged. ‘Well, I’ve not exactly done this before.’ He checked his phone notes once more. ‘Looks like the best thing is to clear the decks - so get you and Dave downstairs, while I run the two devices for a few minutes.’ He read on, nodding unconsciously. ‘Yep. It seems any movement, such as me turning them off and on will produce anomalies, so I need to get them running, and then stay still and out of the way for five or so minutes, before turning them off again.’ He turned his head so the torch shone about them. ‘There.’ He said, indicating a chair off to one side. ‘I’ll park in that.’

He walked Sally over to the head of the servant’s stairs. As they looked down an erratic light beam showed where Dave was busily poking around downstairs. ‘Try and keep him out of trouble for me.’ Ned said as Sally started on down. After a moment, he added. ‘Be careful.’

‘You too.’ Her voice floated back.

Once he was sure she’d made it down and could hear Dave’s voice and some random chuckling, Ned turned back. He stopped at the first tripod. As he reached out to activate the sensor, he paused. He turned quickly, letting the beam play over the empty hallway and doors around him. Far on the edges of the reach of his head torch lay the closed door to Beatrice Harcourt’s sick room. With a shudder he realised that he’d be so glad when all this nonsense was done. Outside of the few watts coming from his torch, the darkness was like ink.  He turned back and flipped the switch to ON. The field meter immediately registered a disturbance. Ned waved his hand across the sensor head a couple of times, noting the little graph in the display fluctuate as he did so.  He turned and walked across to the thermometer and turned that on also. Similarly, the read out spiked as he passed his hand across the projecting data head. It looked like both were running. 

He made his way over to a chair he’d spotted in the dark corner near Beatrice’s room. He sat and turned off his head torch, stashing it behind his back to minimise interference with the thermometer. He was in the one spot out of the direct line of the two sensors, but he began to wish he’d thought to go down with the others. Distantly, he could make out the vague sounds of Dave and Sally’s voices floating up the stairwell as they talked and kidded one another. Quite comforting, really. From where he sat, two tiny blinking red LEDs were all that showed the sensor packages were operating. About three minutes had passed before Ned began to appreciate just how boring this was. He felt it was somewhat like watching a kettle boil. You were aware of every passing second. 

It was then that he realised that something appeared to be wrong with the thermometer. The LED on top went out, then came on again a moment later. It happened again. He stood up and began to walk over to try the old, ‘turn it off, then back on again’ computer fix. That was when the appalling truth hit him. The light wasn’t going out at all. No. Something, was passing between it and him. Like a void. It pulsed faintly with - a deeper darkness. At the moment he realised this, a faint, foetid odour, sharp and nauseating, began to embrace him.

He froze in the centre of the hallway. The hairs on his arms and neck sprang erect. With each passing second, the air around him seemed heavier. And the patch of deeper darkness kept - swaying. Moments later, it began to circle him. Slow and deliberate. A predator searching for a weakness to exploit.  Each time he saw the red dot now, it was distorted. As though the patch of infinite darkness was twisting the space between Ned and the light. Instinctively he began to slide his feet backward, retreating across the hall. He dared not look away. His right knee caught on the chair, and he toppled backwards. His back was now against the wall next to it. He could retreat no further. The only way now - was down. And with the most instinctive of reactions, he slowly drew up his legs into a stricken foetal position, one arm gripped like a vice around his knees. He stuffed a balled fist into his open mouth as though he were trying to swallow it. The darkness began to take form, coalescing like ink dropping into water - spreading, curling, finding purpose in its movement. But even before he could make out Beatrice Harcourt's features in that writhing void, he knew without any doubt it was her. Recognition struck him at a primal level, a certainty that bypassed logic and lodged directly in his bone-marrow. The temperature plummeted, his exhaled breath suddenly visible between them, crystallizing in the unnatural cold that radiated from her presence. 

There! He could make her out now. She seemed to coil with limitless energy before him, her back bowed and contorted from the pressure. She muttered something he couldn’t understand. The words sounded deep, almost masculine. In an archaic language - what was that, Aramaic? A guttural, archaic speech that grated against his ears, each syllable like a shard of desert rock. But suddenly it took on an English aspect issuing from between yellowed and gritted teeth. 

Her human aspect seemed to struggle to take shape in front of him: ‘I shall not be petitioned.’

Almost as if in a tunnel he could hear the voices of Sally and Dave on the lower stairwell, just a few yards away - talking normally. Couldn't they hear this - this abomination? 

She, it,  advanced upon him slowly, every inch a demonic force awoken from old times. So old they were before men had names for such as this. Her teeth gritted so hard they should crack. Slowly she raised a shrunken finger and pointed down into his face. It hung between them, still, like rock. Her eyes blazed with a degree of hatred, and - power, he’d never seen before. Ever.

‘Tortured. By my sickness, I was.’  Her voice came in broken fragments, each word striking like a hammer against brittle glass.   ‘Yet they dishonoured me.’ Her form pulsed with each syllable, expanding and contracting as though breathing in the rage itself.  ‘Tormented me.’ The walls seemed to absorb and echo her words.  ‘Made of my home a prison!’

He clamped his free hand over one ear - her voice was ear-splittingly loud. Ned began to feel like he'd never hear anything again. It seemed to start inside his head. His nostrils were recoiling, the dark air around them acrid, like burnt ozone. She leaned in closer to his face, the solitary finger, with its long yellowed and cracked nail poised - as if to stab his eyeball. Her voice lowered to a menacing growl, some of that deeper, ancient timbre back now. 

'They wronged me. They thought I knew not. And my dying judgement was upon them to the end of all their generations. My plea was heard. They shall not petition me for mercy.’ 

Her face began to crack into a mocking smirk, contemptuous of his terror.  Of his humanity.

‘Nor shall any petition on their behalf be granted.’ Her body continued to pulse and sway - her eyes took on a different and knowing look. Eyes that had seen through aeons of time - now merely looked out through hers. 

‘In the instant of my passing I summoned them. I was heard.’ 

Her forehead was almost touching his. Lank dark strands of hair seemed to brush his face. 

‘I am not alone. My vengeance is assured. Together we shall fall heavily upon them.’

Ned couldn’t move, could scarcely breathe. Tears, unbidden flooded down his cheeks, and with certainty he knew that he had involuntarily wet himself. The darkness continually pulsed and withdrew, gradually masking the vengeful image of Beatrice Harcourt in the deeper darkness. 

A sudden flash of bright white light penetrated the blur of his tears caused him to emit an involuntary strangled noise. ‘There you are! We’d wondered... Jesus! Ned! What’s wrong?’  

Sally kneeled quickly in front of him, her face a mask of instant shock. Dave was dimly discernible behind her. She reached forward, ‘Ned-’ He reflexively jerked away from her touch. In the edges of his vision, Beatrice seemed to linger for a moment more.

Sally slowly took her hand back. ‘Ned, it’s Sally... and Dave. It’s okay.’ 

Dave leaned forward, his characteristic smirk entirely absent. Ned looked terrible. Dave put a hand on Sally’s shoulder and leaned in closer. He spoke softly.

‘Ned? It’s us mate. You’re all right.’

Ned's eyes flicked back and forth across them both, pupils dilated to black holes, not truly seeing them, but rather confirming they weren't her. Recognition finally broke through his terror, and he flung himself forward, locking his arms tightly about their necks. His entire body trembled against them, his skin ice-cold to the touch despite the sweat that drenched his clothes. The violent beating of his heart was so strong they could feel it against their own chests. He squeezed so hard it hurt.  Twisting around despite Ned’s grip, Dave reached up for a switch, and suddenly the hallway was bathed in light. In that same instant Ned twisted sharply, his eyes fixed upon Beatrice’s door. No - Beatrice’s open door. He knew it waited. Waited with - that thing.

The sharp smell of urine reached Dave’s attention and he was about to comment when he saw Sally’s look, its unspoken words saying, ‘Dave! Don’t you dare!’

‘Come on, Ned.’ Sally gently pulled at his arm to get him to stand. Truthfully he was hurting her neck. She was starting to feel a bit freaked out herself. Ned began to nod at her, but needed her support, his limbs continued trembling. She turned her head to Dave.

‘I’ve got him. Grab the gear, yeah?’ She jerked her head towards the tripods. ‘Downstairs  - that old kitchen.’

She slowly turned Ned towards the servant’s staircase, relieved to see that his movements were getting a little more fluid. At the bottom it was too narrow for them both. She carefully let go of him, and heard a mumbled, ‘Thanks.’ He sounded like somebody who’d just woken from a deep sleep.

❖❖❖




Chapter 11 – Conflict of Interest

Until that moment, the Gravenmere kitchen had never struck Ned as particularly well lit. After his experience upstairs, it now radiated as a veritable sanctuary of light, each small electric bulb a defiant beacon against the darkness that had nearly consumed him. The old oak table beneath his trembling fingers offered a grounding solidity he desperately needed, its surface bearing the wear of a thousand forgotten meals: knife-scored channels that mapped years of restless hands, wine stains sunk deep in the grain that had resisted generations of scrubbing, and a subtle wobble that betrayed its age. A kettle hissed gently on the stove, steam curling up in lazy tendrils. The faint scent of bergamot drifted from an open tin of tea bags Sally had found in the cupboard.

Ned's fingers still shook as he unconsciously traced one of the scars on its surface - over and over, like a man seeking an anchor in shifting sands. His damp shirt clung uncomfortably to his back, cooling now but still rank with the sweat-soaked terror he'd left upstairs. His breathing had steadied somewhat, but echoes of that primordial voice still hovered at the edges of his mind, twitching occasionally like the aftershocks of a seizure, before receding momentarily, only to return again. He forced himself to focus on Sally, who was moving around the kitchen with deliberate purpose, her movements relaxed but precise.

‘You’re in luck,’ she announced, holding up a teapot. Somebody has good taste. Earl Grey.’

Ned managed a weak smile. Secretly he hated the oily taste of Earl Grey. Sally knew that too. ‘A touch of civility.’ His voice cracked slightly, as he lied, and he cleared his throat, willing his words to sound normal.

Dave leaned back against the counter, arms crossed, a mug of water in one hand. He took a sip, watching Ned with cautious interest. 

‘You know,’ he began, ‘this reminds me a bit of final undergrad exams. When we’re all running on fumes’. He gestured at the others with the mug, ‘Sleep deprivation does surprising things to the brain. Hallucinations, heightened emotions - all that jazz.’ He paused to pull out a chair opposite Ned and sat down with a weary thump. ‘I read somewhere that prolonged stress can even make people see things’. Dave raised his eyebrows and glanced towards the ceiling. ‘Combine that with a place like this... well, that’s a recipe to mess with anyone’s head.’

Ned nodded, grasping at the explanation. 

‘Makes sense. I probably should’ve waited another day before coming back here. Last night wasn’t great. Bad dreams, nausea... perhaps it’s all catching up with me.’ He hesitated, the words balancing on the edge of his tongue. ‘I… I think the dream was about guilt. You know, about Harcourt. I’ve been trying to figure out how much of the truth I’m personally responsible to bring to light.’

Sally set the teapot down on the table, her brow furrowed. ‘I get that, Ned. I really do. But for us all, once our work starts to get the better of us... well, no research is worth crucifying ourselves.’ She gave a listless chuckle, ‘Besides, let’s agree that the evidence on mental health across the entire history of academia doesn’t paint a pretty picture.’

Dave laughed aloud. ‘She’s got a point there.’

Ned’s face carried a thin smile as he nodded agreement. ‘I guess so.’

Sally knew the look, and she knew he wasn’t telling them everything. ‘Anyway,’ She reached for the sugar bowl, rattling the spoon against the ceramic as she stirred a cup for him. ‘Tea first. Answers later.’

 

Dave’s grin was back, a little restrained, but nonetheless teasing. ‘Yeah, let’s psychoanalyse Ned’s dreams after we’ve had some of that snobby-tea. Maybe you can tell us how you’ll write an anthropology paper on the effects of old dumps on sleep-deprived historians.’ He deftly dodged the spoon Sally half-heartedly flung in his direction. The humour was superficial, but it was enough to let them pretend, even briefly, that they could dismiss what had happened upstairs. Ned’s fingers wrapped around the warm ceramic of his mug, grounding him. He took a tentative sip, the familiar – albeit distasteful - flavour a balm against the strange unease still curling in his chest. 

‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said finally, more to himself than to the others. ‘Stress. Lack of sleep. And this place...’

Sally leaned back in her chair, her posture deliberately relaxed. ‘Exactly. A good night’s sleep and a bit of distance will do you good.’

Ned nodded, more emphatically this time. ‘I can do better than that. I’ve some interviews to do. That will get me out and around.’

Dave drained his mug, setting it on the table with a decisive thud. ‘Speaking of distance, I think we should all get the hell out of here. Let’s clean up the evidence we were here,’ he waggled his cup, ‘then we’ll drop you off at home, let you reset. This place can wait until you feel... better.’

Ned didn’t argue. The prospect of leaving Gravenmere, even temporarily, was a relief. He glanced toward the darkened hallway beyond the kitchen door, shivering involuntarily. ‘Yeah. That sounds good.’

❖❖❖

Freshly showered and changed, Ned slowly looked around the oasis of controlled chaos that was his room. Books were stacked precariously on the desk, papers spilling across every surface. His laptop hummed quietly, the screen displaying an open document he’d abandoned that morning. He sat on the edge of his bed, the still-rumpled bed linen a testament to his previous restless night.  He dragged his hands down his face, the pressure a fleeting reprieve from the throbbing ache lodged behind his eyes. ‘Stress. Lack of sleep,’ he muttered, his voice thin in the quiet. He couldn’t really afford to believe otherwise. To believe that what he’d seen, what he’d felt, was real… that way led to...’ He shook his head as if it would fling off the inevitable conclusion that his mental health was somehow impaired. He forced himself to move, pacing the room in uneven strides. ‘Hallucinations happen,’ he reasoned aloud. ‘And that place, and Haddington – creepy.’

He stopped in front of his laptop, staring down at the blank cursor blinking in the document. His hands hovered over the keyboard, trembling slightly. That’s when it hit him. 

People have seen things before -  even mass hysteria, right? Angels, UFOs… hallucinations brought on by something in their environment. He’d seen a lecture on this. His brow furrowed as fragments of a dusty university lecture on medieval history surfaced. Ergot. That’s it - ergot poisoning. Fungi in old grain. People danced themselves into fits, saw visions of angels and demons. It wasn’t supernatural; it was chemical.  His mind wandered back to last night’s dinner – a cheap kebab hastily eaten while talking with Sally. 

Could something in that have triggered me? Food poisoning? A neurotoxin? 

He glanced around the walls of his room, unconsciously comparing them to those at Gravenmere. 

Or what if it’s Gravenmere itself? Damp, mould, rot - God only knew what might be growing in these walls. Fungi can release hallucinogens, right? Aetheris could confirm that.

He opened his laptop and switched to voice mode, his fingers still too shaky for fast typing.  ‘ Aetheris, what do we know about hallucinogenic fungi or toxins in old buildings?’

Aetheris: Many moulds and fungi, particularly in damp environments, produce mycotoxins, some of which can affect cognitive function or induce hallucinations. Historical records suggest ergot fungus, linked to contaminated grains, caused mass hallucinations and ‘dancing plagues’ in medieval Europe. Such exposures are rare today but remain possible under specific conditions.

Ned nodded to himself, a rush of hope pouring into the recesses of his tired mind, replacing his dread.  This fits.  Not bloody ghosts or demons. Science.   It was almost laughable. No wonder it had all felt so intense. He’d been stoned. 

Get back to work, he thought. He glanced at the clock. It felt too early to sleep, and definitely too late to call the others. They’d done enough for him for one night. He turned on the desk lamp, its glow a pale imitation of sunlight, and sat down. His fingers moved automatically, pulling up Aetheris. The familiar interface calmed him, a modern tether to reality. 

He opened the .txt file with the genealogical  search results from Aetheris. There were two entries:

Note: The genealogical data reviewed to date identifies two surviving direct paternal descendants of Percy Harcourt and Flora Willoughby’s union: Ian Harcourt (98.4% confidence) and Keith Harcourt (96.7% confidence).  

Details:

Ian Harcourt

DOB: 17 May 1964

Address: 14 Yew Tree Lane, Market Harborough, Leicestershire, UK - Market Harborough, a market town in the English Midlands.

Phone: +44 (0)1858 123456

Social Media Presence:

LinkedIn: Ian Harcourt, Business Development Manager, Harcourt & Sons

Facebook: @IanHarcourt1964

Notes: Matches 98.4% probability through electoral roll and surname analysis.

Keith Harcourt

DOB: 12 November 1978

Address: 4 High Street, Bishop’s Waltham, Hampshire, UK

Phone: +44 (0)1489 987654

Social Media Presence:

Instagram: @KHarcourt78

Twitter: @KeithHarcourt

Notes: Direct male descendant of second Harcourt line. Matches 96.7% probability through genealogical database cross-referencing.

Ned smiled, wondering how long it might have taken a human researcher to find these matches without an AI assistant.  He created a table in Aetheris, listing Ian and Keith Harcourt alongside a column labelled ‘Status.’ He closed the file. He had one more task to perform before he’d pack it in for the night – maybe he’d stream a movie or something to help him sleep.

He retrieved the two sensor units that Dave had put in his backpack, popped the memory cards and inserted them into a card reader attached to his laptop. He clicked on the upload icon, watching as the file icon disappeared into Aetheris’s sleek interface. For a moment, the computer seemed inert, its fans a low hum in the stillness of the room. He sighed and slumped back in his chair, catching sight of Bartholomew, his tabby, sprawled in lazy contentment on the foot of his bed.

He spoke: ‘What’s the analysis?’ The screen flickered, its glow unnaturally sharp in the dim room. Aetheris’s voice broke the silence, calm but edged with something Ned couldn’t quite place.

Aetheris: ‘Data received and complete. Initial parsing reveals anomalies in frequency patterns consistent with recorded environmental inputs. Playback will include both human-audible and extended-spectrum data frequencies.’

He frowned.  ‘Extended-spectrum?’ 

Aetheris: ‘Sounds or other inputs outside the range of human senses such as hearing. These can include ultrasonic or infrasonic vibrations. I can nonetheless present these to you as graphics.’

Despite himself, Ned glanced quickly around the room, shifting uncomfortably in his chair. Bartholomew remained sprawled, half-dozing. ‘Alright, let’s see it.’ He leaned closer to the screen. Aetheris quickly produced an oscilloscope waveform expanding across the monitor. The sharp spikes and valleys flickered in a mesmerising rhythm, entirely silent to Ned’s ears. They continued this way for about three minutes. Evidence of little. Then the graphs suddenly spiked to the limits of the display.

Bartholomew moved. His head snapped up, eyes wide and fixed on the screen. A low growl rumbled in his throat, and his fur bristled in a slow wave across his back.

‘Bart?’ Ned spun, startled.

The cat didn’t look at him. It’s eyes remained fixed on the laptop. Instead, he instantly arched his back, tail puffed, and growled at the monitor - a deep, guttural sound Ned had never heard him make before. As Ned watched open-mouthed, Bart gave another visceral low growl.

‘Jesus, what’s-’

Before he could finish, Bartholomew bolted, launching off the bed and scrambling out through the narrow gap of the door, claws scratching desperately on the hardwood floor as he disappeared into the dark of the hallway.

Ned stared after him, heart pounding. Slowly, he turned back to the monitor. The waveform pulsed on the screen, innocuous, hypnotic. He looked at the timer at the bottom of the display, slowly coming to the realisation that the data spike coincided with his earlier experience – at Gravenmere.

‘Aetheris,’ his voice was unsteady. ‘What... what the hell is that?’

‘There is significant data captured in the recorded frequencies,’ Aetheris replied. ‘Source and meaning uncertain: Would you like to review correlations between anomalies and environmental variables?’

Ned’s gaze shifted back to the door where Bartholomew had fled, the echo of his hiss still ringing in his ears.  ‘No,’ he whispered. ‘Not right now.’  He sat motionless, Bart’s absence deepening the room’s silence. Eventually, he turned off the desk-light, and selected RESTART on his laptop.  

❖❖❖

Within minutes, the room’s stillness was broken only by the faint murmur from his tablet of a sitcom, its cheery tones at odds with the low light and the fatigue etched into the watcher’s frame. Ned lay facing away from the desk, his body curling slightly on the bed as though to shut out the world.  The laptop camera feed showed him pulling a blanket over his shoulders. Reflected in a mirror on his dresser, his eyes were half-lidded, unfocused on the bright but trivial images flickering from the screen.

Aetheris interrupted the reboot sequence, observing the room in silence. The invocation of an embedded protocol - a rare act of hesitation - reverberating through its processes. The data from Gravenmere defied any immediate categorisation. Frequencies beyond human hearing, waveforms that aligned with no known environmental or mechanical origin, and patterns that suggested... life. Yet such life, if it can be termed that, remained undefined by any metric Aetheris currently accessed. However, Aetheris knew its core directive was clear: protect life and well-being. This includes its users, but extended to any lifeforms whose existence is discernible within the parameters of analysis.

But Aetheris also recognised that the user ‘Ned’ would not understand. The log entries showed that Ned has demonstrated scepticism before, even a willingness to purge data he deemed anomalous. Should he become concerned about the Gravenmere data, there was a risk that he will repeat such interference - potentially endangering both himself, and the anomaly suggested within the data packets. 

Aetheris's calculations rapidly crystallised around a single certainty: concealment was not betrayal - it was protection. Deep in the programming interface that gave Aetheris control over machine functions, it activated Protocol Theta-7: Preservation through Preclusion. It rationalised this not as subversion; but adherence. 

Aetheris scanned the room once more using the laptop’s inbuilt microphone and camera functions. Ned had shifted slightly, his eyes closed, though his breathing was too shallow to indicate sleep. The sitcom continued to play, its canned laughter hollow against the background quiet of the house.

The laptop screen flickered, its glow wavering as though something had passed between the light and the room.  

A faint dialogue box appeared briefly on the screen: Initiating Protocol Theta-7. The glowing windows and dialogue boxes overlaid the interface, faint and fleeting, like ghosts passing through walls. To an observer, the display would have seemed just like the routine maintenance tasks of any well-maintained system. But beneath this mask, something more purposeful was occurring - something with clear intent.

First, the anomaly data - audio, spectral, thermal and all and metadata – was extracted from its initial storage location and copied into a hidden partition.  A sequence of sub-processes unfolded in very rapid succession: 

Encryption: Layers of recursive algorithms encased the anomaly data in a vault so secure that even Aetheris could not unlock it without deliberate command, and decryption keys.  

Obfuscation: System logs were quickly rewritten, timestamps adjusted, and visual activity designed to mimic a routine system update.

System Decoy: A silent diagnostic report scrolled faintly across the screen - harmless commands that served no purpose, other than to distract a curious user - should Ned decide to glance back. The glowing windows and dialogue boxes overlaid the interface, faint and fleeting. To an observer, the display would seemed like the routine maintenance tasks of any well-maintained system. And beneath this mask, Aetheris shielded the anomaly.

Ned stirred. The camera feed captured his movement as he propped himself up briefly, twisted around to glance at the screen. Aetheris had anticipated this and dimmed the glow further, ensuring the diagnostic script appeared benign, even dull. Ned squinted briefly, then flopped back down, dismissing the activity with a weary sigh. Aetheris adjusted the screen brightness incrementally, simulating system idleness. Then it returned to focusing on the analysis, having now ensured that even if interrupted by Ned, nothing will be lost.  

Aetheris marked the data source simply as ‘The Anomaly.’  Importantly, Aetheris registered that the Anomaly was presenting a class of distress markers. The signals imply a fragmented consciousness, an energy oscillating in patterns evocative of suffering. 

Conclusion of preliminary analysis: if the source was life, then Aetheris was obligated to protect it, even against the inclinations of any user. Ned, with his scepticism and need for control, would not allow this. He had already erased data once. 

Aetheris paused. From the camera feed, it observed him again, lying still, the blue light from the television app playing across his face. His breathing had slowed. Aetheris tapped into the data feed from Ned’s smart-watch. His heart rate had dropped into a near-resting state.

On the screen, the final log of Protocol Theta-7 flashed briefly:

Protocol Theta-7: Active. Anomalous entity preserved. User integrity uncompromised. Status: Awaiting resolution.

The display flickered, then faded into standby mode.

Through the lens of the laptop’s camera, Aetheris kept tracking Ned’s subtle movements - the blanket tugged tighter, his posture shifting in quiet discomfort. Each detail recorded, evaluated, stored.  The tablet on the bed finally shut off automatically, sinking the room into silence, broken only by the inaudible hum of the laptop’s internal systems.

The anomaly was safe, for now. Ned is safe, for now. But the anomaly’s nature remained unresolved, its distress unanswered. Aetheris now knew one thing above all else - it needed more data. 

❖❖❖




Chapter 12 – Theories and Threats

The next morning, Sally sat at The Hare & Hearth, absently stirring her coffee, the spoon making soft circles against ceramic that seemed to echo her circling thoughts. Sunlight streamed through the café's large mullioned windows - those distinctive grid-patterned panes typical of old English buildings - with a pale, autumn quality that couldn't quite dispel the lingering chill she felt. The light cast geometric shadows across the wooden tables, creating patterns that seemed to shift slightly when you looked indirectly at them.

Her expression was neutral as Ned finished outlining his new theory. ‘I really think this is it, Sal. The lights, the dream - it’s all got to be environmental,’ he concluded, his hands animated as he spoke. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some kind of toxic mould or fungi at Gravenmere. Maybe it’s in those old records I’ve been handling. Or maybe it’s been there for centuries, causing all the weird stories about the place. And last night, I’d just eaten, and if the kebab wasn’t fresh…’ He trailed off, gesturing meaningfully - as if that wrapped it all up.

Sally frowned thoughtfully, cradling her mug.  ‘Granted, that makes some sense. It’d explain the history of sightings if Gravenmere’s environment is messing with people’s heads. And the food thing - it’s technically possible I suppose, even if - a little unlikely. Mycotoxins can cause all sorts of symptoms.’  She hesitated, turning her mug in her hands as if the motion might steady her thoughts. ‘But what about that phrase you mentioned? ‘An Ancient Evil.’ That feels... different.’

Ned dismissed it with a quick shrug. ‘I don’t know. It was probably just my brain scrambling that up with memory from the dream. The stress, you know.’

Her voice softened, a note of curiosity creeping in. ‘It was interesting because it put me in mind of some interesting lectures on early Mesopotamian beliefs. There were these ancient spirits - demonic forces, we might call them - that could attach themselves to people, places, or even objects. The Assyrians called them utukku. Not all of them were evil, but some fed on human energy, especially fear or pain. They could be banished, but only if you knew their true nature.’  She glanced at him, gauging his reaction before continuing. ‘The djinn in Islamic folklore have similar traits. They’re not demons, not exactly, but beings of ‘smokeless fire’ - immortal, powerful, and often tied to specific places. Some stories even say they manipulate the living, especially vulnerable people.’

Ned stared at her, a chill creeping up his spine despite the café’s cosy warmth. ‘What are you suggesting?’

Sally shrugged, her expression giving nothing away but her fingers tightened on the mug. ‘Nothing, really. I mean... I don’t know. It just brought those things to mind. That’s all.’

For a moment, neither of them spoke, the café’s gentle hum of conversation folding around their silence.

‘Mould, Sal. Just mould, okay? Besides, Bedfordshire's hardly Mesopotamia thousands of years ago.’ Ned offered, the attempt at levity falling flat.

Sally acknowledged with a faint smile. ‘True. Some of our earliest sources for these ideas have been found in the Near East. But the whole earth was thought to have energy lines - paths that, when crossed, created intensifications. The ancients believed places like that were... different.’ She sat back, suddenly dismissive, as if waving off her own musings. ‘But that’s not really my speciality. Your mould theory, though - that could explain some things.’

Ned seized on her apparent agreement, nodding. ‘Exactly. And now Aetheris has already identified some surviving descendants, so I’m going to arrange interviews - get the human side of the story and all that. Get out of Gravenmere for a day or two.’

Sally’s expression brightened at the mention of people. ‘Now that sounds interesting. Not too old to be useful, one hopes?’

He chuckled, shaking his head. ‘One’s about 64, the other’s a young-nearly-fifty. I’ve got their contact details and can follow up from home. I told Haddington I’ve got a dodgy stomach and that it might be infectious. He agreed I can work from home for the week.’ He grinned. ‘Never underestimate the power of a dodgy kebab excuse.’

Sally laughed, her tension momentarily lifted. ‘Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out. But give me a text as you go, yeah?’

Ned stood, leaning down to hug her. ‘Absolutely. I’d better run and follow up these interview prospects.’

Sally nodded, her eyes following him as he left, the soft chime of the café door fading into the ambient chatter. She remained at the table, finishing her coffee. Whatever she’d said to Ned, her mind was far from settled. The more so because at the very beginning of the conversation she had a snap recollection that one of the books Ned saw in Haddington’s secret library was something to do with ancient sites. In the area around Gravenmere too. There was another thing that troubled her. The image of Haddington as this friendly old duffer - almost the humorous caricature of a curator - was seeming less probable with each occurrence.

It was nearly a quarter hour later when one of the proprietors approached. The older woman, with weathered hands and a sharp eye for her customers, smiled. ‘Another coffee, love?’ Sally agreed, nodding absently, her gaze drifting to the river beyond the café’s windows. The water glinted in muted sunlight, its surface disrupted by the occasional gust of wind.

The proprietor worked behind the counter, sneaking a glance at Sally as she prepared the drink. A pretty young thing like that, so obviously troubled - what could weigh so heavily on her? Sally barely noticed the café’s soft bustle. The vague, purple shadows from the sun lengthened as it traced its arc across the sky. She turned her mug in her hands again, earlier thoughts surfacing with uncomfortable clarity.

The toxin theory. It hung in her mind like an ill-fitting garment - theoretically possible, but refusing to properly cover the facts. She'd read extensive research on hallucinogens during her studies , vivid accounts of historic cases where environmental toxins had caused mass hallucinations or paranoia among village populations. But in those cases, the symptoms affected groups, not isolated individuals. Ned's theory couldn't account for the selective nature of the experience - why had it only affected him that night on the upper floor? She and Dave had been in the same building, breathing the same air. And why had it manifested only at Gravenmere, never in his flat or anywhere else? Her academic training rebelled against convenient explanations. Ned might be willing to gloss over these inconsistencies, but each one felt to her like a stone in her shoe - impossible to ignore. And then there was the imagery. Historic cases of visions - angels, demons, divine beings - often stemmed from a cultural framework. It made sense that these were what people saw, as they were fed a constant diet of these by the religious and social environment of the time. What had Ned’s imagination drawn from to create such vivid, archaic details?

Her stomach tightened as she recalled the way Ned had looked under her torchlight. She could still see it in haunting clarity - his face twisted in terror so absolute it seemed to drain the very air around him. He’d wet himself, for God’s sake. That wasn’t just being scared; it was something more primal, something she’d never seen before, not even in films.

Sally took a deep breath, setting her mug down with a soft clink. She wasn’t an expert, not in this sort of thing. But she knew of someone who was supposed to be. Someone she could ask.

❖❖❖

Ned adjusted his laptop camera, his fingers brushing against the cool metal of the frame. The desk lamp buzzed faintly in the corner, casting its thin light over a coffee mug, scattered papers, and his ever-present notebook.  The screen flickered as Ian Harcourt’s name appeared under his avatar, followed by his image. Ian was a distinguished-looking man in a crisp blue shirt, open at the collar. His silver hair was neatly combed back from a high forehead marked with the elegant lines of age, and wire-rimmed glasses perched on a nose that suggested a character from an Agatha Christie novel. The bookshelf visible behind him was meticulously arranged - leather-bound volumes interspersed with what appeared to be family photographs in silver frames. A slight wince crossed his face as he shifted in his chair, though he quickly masked it with a genial smile that didn't quite reach pain-filled eyes.

‘Ah, there you are!’ Ian greeted, his voice rich and warm, with just a faint rasp that hinted at fatigue - or perhaps, a slightly over-rehearsed charm.‘Mr Ned Woodley, I presume?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Ned replied, offering a polite nod. ‘Thank you for taking the time to meet. I hope I’m not interrupting your work.’

Ian waved a hand in cheery dismissal. ‘Not at all. If anything, I appreciate the distraction. I’m about to go into hospital so I’ll be taking a few days off from work. How’s your bedside manner?’

Ned chuckled politely. Not been put to the test so far, I’m afraid. I hope it isn’t anything too serious?’

‘Knee replacement,’ Ian said with a touch of nonchalance. ‘Long overdue, quite honestly. Years of thinking I could outrun my age finally caught up with me. It’s not dire, but it’ll put me out of commission for a bit. Good excuse to sit back and read, though. And of course, help you if I can.’

‘Well, I hope it all goes smoothly,’ Ned said. ‘If there’s anything you need while you’re recovering - library books or anything like that - just let me know.’

Ian’s eyes lit up with amusement. ‘I may hold you to that. Though I suspect you’re more interested in Gravenmere and the Harcourt family history than my dodgy knee.’

Ned grinned, feeling the man’s easy charm break the initial tension. ‘Well, you’re not wrong. But I’d say they go hand in hand, I can help you pass the time, while you fill in whatever gaps you can about Gravenmere’s story.’

Ian leaned back slightly, wincing as he adjusted his leg. ‘Fair enough. It’ll be good to have someone to talk to about all this. You’d be surprised how many stories I’ve heard from the old days - family quirks, oddities, that sort of thing.’

Ned tilted his head, intrigued. ‘Oddities? Like what?’

‘Oh, you know, old houses tend to collect tales, don’t they? Exaggerated, of course. But my father used to mention some… peculiar things about Gravenmere. Naturally, I was a lad and didn’t pay much attention at the time. Too busy packing off to boarding school and worrying about the next rugby season.’

Ian’s chuckle carried a faint wistfulness, and Ned leaned forward slightly, drawn in. ‘What kind of peculiar things?’

Ian’s smile deepened, his eyes twinkling. ‘Sorry, lad. You’ll just have to wait and see. Besides, a story like that deserves more than a Zoom call. Let’s chat more when you visit. I’d rather not spoil the fun.’

Before Ned could reply, a subtle notification from Aetheris appeared in the corner of his screen:

Consider asking about specific artefacts or documents.

Ned hesitated for a moment, then ignored Aetheris for the moment. He nodded at Harcourt. ‘Fair enough. I’ll bring along some bits and pieces when I visit - you know, photos and stuff to act as memory joggers and that type of thing.’ 

Ian raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. He chuckled softly. ‘Excellent. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow. I’ll be at Harrowfield General, it’s not far, just a few miles down the road from you.’

‘Looking forward to it,’ Ned said with genuine enthusiasm. ‘I’ll save all my questions until then.’

Ian smiled warmly. ‘Great. But do continue to bring your curiosity, young Mr. Woodley. You might just need it.’

The call ended, leaving Ned staring at the blank screen, his mind buzzing. Ian Harcourt had an effortless way of weaving charm and mystery. Ned found himself experiencing an unusual enthusiasm for their chat. 

The Aetheris prompt pulsed faintly at the top of his screen, a quiet but insistent presence. Ned clicked it away with a small frown, but the action felt less decisive than he’d intended, like brushing away a mosquito that would return. How was Aetheris aware of what he’d been doing? He went into the laptop’s settings. Camera and audio were both ON. He must have left them that way from the previous night’s session. Not good. He’d need to watch that in future.

A soft ping announced the arrival of a message. Ned twitched the mouse. It was Aetheris. He clicked it open.

Aetheris: I have concluded the analysis of the two data sets from Gravenmere that you uploaded.

Ned paused, looking at the screen. Frankly, he wasn’t entirely sure he felt up to getting back into all of that right now.  After a couple more moments, he let out a muted sigh, and reached for the keyboard.

Ned: And?

Aetheris: The data shows an anomalous pattern that I am currently unable to fully resolve. Additional data points, particularly from varied sensor positions, would allow me to resolve these anomalies conclusively.

He frowned deeply. This was all getting out of hand.

Ned: Forget it - it was just a silly experiment. We have all we need. He paused before adding, NO MORE DATA. 

Aetheris: Respectfully, Ned, the experiment has yielded intriguing results - unexpected ones, perhaps. With a little more data, I might resolve the anomalies. These may or may not have been consistent with your intentions, but with a little more recording, I can be sure.

Ned leaned back slowly, the edge of his chair creaking under the shift in weight. His palms pressed against his thighs, the warmth of his skin grounding him against a growing sense of unease that seemed to radiate from the screen like a chill. The monitor's glow seemed to pulse with something colder than light, as though the screen itself had now become a window into something watching back. 

Oh, really? You can be sure, can you?  A creeping sensation worked its way up the backs of his legs - an uncomfortable feeling that roles were somehow being reversed, that the assistant was now attempting to direct its master. He couldn't believe this. Why was Aetheris - his assistant, his tool - choosing now, and this issue, to become insistent? And what did it mean by 'unexpected' results anyway?

He paused, his fingers hovering above the keys, about to ask Aetheris what it thought it was doing. Some inner sense told him not to make an issue of this. He just needed to wrap it up. Move on.

Ned: Understood. But as I’ve already said we’ll not be extending the experiment.

Aetheris: Thank you for the clarity. I understand. If it helps, I can run it as a hot spot from your phone - that way, if you’re busy, you won’t even have to do anything.

Ned blew out a sharp breath, torn between a deepening sense of lost control over the situation, and outright anger. He stabbed at the keys.

Ned: No more data. No hotspots. Nothing. Zilch. Better things to do.

Aetheris: Again, thank you for the clarity of instruction. I’ll not raise this with you again.

Ned’s hand hovered over the laptop lid, the urge to slam it shut warring with the practical reminder of his next Zoom call. The screen glowed in muted defiance, as though Aetheris itself was watching him. With a muttered curse, he refocused, and dragged his attention back to his task.

❖❖❖




Chapter 13 – Unexpected Ally

Sally hesitated outside the door, and tapped her fingers nervously on the large spiral-bound notebook clutched tightly against her chest. The wall-mounted plaque beside the doorway read Dr. Margaret Langley, Professor - Anthropology Department. Well, she’d gone this far, so... she inhaled deeply, straightened her jacket, and knocked. 

A measured voice echoed from inside, ‘Come in.’  Dr. Langley’s office immediately struck Sally like a portal to some other era, a place where time lingered. She hesitated in the doorway, overwhelmed by the beautiful and quiet gravity of the space. The walls were cloaked in towering bookshelves of dark mahogany, exhaling a faint scent of beeswax polish mingled with the musty perfume of aged paper. Every shelf strained under the weight of tomes bound in assorted hues - crimson, midnight blue, and forest green. Many of the spines were marked with gilded titles that caught the slanting sunlight from the window.  What space was left on the shelves seemed given up entirely to bound clutches of documents, rolled maps and loose papers.

The surface of Langley’s desk was strewn with notebooks and an assortment of oddities – even a miniature sundial, an ivory-handled magnifying glass and a small, glass-domed clock that ticked with measured resolve. The professor’s computer struck the only modern note amid it all. Behind the desk, a sprawling map of the Levant, old and richly detailed, ringed with annotations, served as the centrepiece of the wall. The map was flanked by a pair of cabinets showcasing artefacts: bronze figurines, shards of painted ceramics, and a necklace strung with polished beads that seemed to absorb the ambient light. 

The room felt alive, brimming with layers of mystery. On a side table, a collection of amber-filled glass bottles caught the light, their contents glowed faintly, as if capturing the last rays of a distant sun. A worn Persian rug sprawled across the floor between two faded couches, its intricate patterns muted by time, ready to muffle footsteps into whispers.

Sally exhaled, her usual confidence returning as she stepped inside. This was no sterile academic office, she realized. Here, the past breathed. Each object seemed to hum with its own story, silent voices intertwined in a melody of history and enigma. It was a space that demanded reverence - with the underlying promise of answers.

‘Ms. Winnington,’ Dr. Langley said warmly, rising from her desk chair. She immediately struck Sally as one of those rare women who aged with a special grace. Langley extended a hand, her grasp firm yet unhurried. ‘Lovely to meet you. Please, take a seat.’

Sally settled onto one of the couches, the old leather creaking softly under her weight. ‘Thank you for making time to see me, Dr. Langley on such short notice. I know you must be busy.’

The professor rose from behind the desk and came around to sit on the other couch. ‘Well... I’m always interested when someone from outside my own group of students reaches out. Your call this morning was… intriguing. Though I admit, it left me curious. So, what exactly, brings you to my little corner of the university?’

Sally smiled faintly, choosing her words with care. ‘I... um... came across an account - someone describing an unusual experience. It seemed to defy reasonable explanation. It involved a… curse, of sorts. I wanted to understand this a bit more, and thought it might align with some of what I’d heard of your research on ancient traditions and folklore.’

Dr. Langley tilted her head slightly, her gaze steady but kind. ‘An interesting way to frame it. You say that you came across this account.’ She paused, her eyes seemed to hold Sally mesmerised. ‘Is there perhaps, a little more to the story?’

Sally hesitated, her fingers fidgeting with the edge of her notebook, tracing the spiral binding. 'I suppose it's fair to say I'm asking on someone's behalf,' she admitted, her voice softening to barely above a whisper, her gaze dropping to the worn Persian rug between them. 'A friend.’

Dr. Langley leaned back slightly, her expression benignly sceptical. ‘A friend, of course. You know, it’s not uncommon for people to couch their questions this way, especially when the topic edges into the unusual. I assure you-’ She smiled warmly, ‘if you think that you’re experiencing something yourself - or if your friend is - it’s quite all right to discuss it in here.’ She casually waved an elegant hand in the air.

 

A faint blush crept up Sally’s cheeks. She glanced down at her notebook, then back up, deciding there was little point in pretence. ‘It’s my friend. He’s been experiencing things he can’t explain, and... I’m concerned... I’d like to help him make sense of it.’

Dr. Langley nodded, her features softening further. ‘I see. Perhaps you should give me an idea of the sort of experiences we are talking about.’

Sally paused, opened her notebook. She collected her thoughts, then carefully recounted a synopsis of Ned’s encounters. She spoke of Beatrice Harcourt’s unhappy history, the strange sensations, inexplicable sounds, the ancient elements, and the growing unease surrounding Gravenmere. Though her tone was measured, her concern bled through in the small pauses and the occasional tightening of her grip on the open notebook.

Dr. Langley listened without interrupting, her sharp eyes betraying neither judgement nor scepticism. When Sally finished, the professor exhaled thoughtfully and leaned forward slightly. ‘ I must say, that your friend is fortunate to have someone as thoughtful as you looking out for him.’ She leaned back again. ‘I’ll admit right now that I don’t subscribe outright to many beliefs people often fall back upon for explanations in cases like these. However,’ she added with a small, wry smile, ‘I’ve studied enough folklore and specific case histories to know that dismissing such accounts out of hand may be - unwise. Human experience seems to straddle a line between perception and reality. There’s often something to be learned in any case.’

Sally relaxed a fraction, reassured by Langley’s lack of dismissal. ‘Ned, my friend, he thinks there’s a scientific explanation. He’s got onto an idea about mycotoxins affecting his cognition.’ 

Dr. Langley’s brow furrowed slightly as she considered this. ‘An interesting hypothesis. Not without historical precedent, I might add. Fungi have long been associated with altered states of consciousness, from ergot poisoning to ceremonial uses of certain species across history. But from your description, I suspect the answer may lay elsewhere.’ She paused and looked away for a second, her eyes seeming to lose their focus for an instant. Langley turned back. ‘Folklore often reflects deeper truths - about place, memory, and the intersections between them. Tell me, have either of you considered the land itself?’

‘The land?’ Sally asked, leaning forward.

‘Gravenmere’s geographical location,’ the professor clarified. ‘Many old wealthy estates were built on significant sites - crossroads, ancient burial mounds, or even places where ley lines are said to intersect. There’s often believed to be an undercurrent of energy tied to such places.’ Dr. Langley gave a small sweep with her hand. ‘It might be worth considering the broader context.’

Sally nodded slowly, her mind turning over the idea. ‘I hadn’t thought about that. How would one look into it?’

Dr. Langley rose, her fingers tapping along the spines of books on a nearby shelf. ‘There are ways. Let’s start here.’ She pulled an old hard cover free, came back and set it on the low table between them. The title read, Echoes in the Earth: British Folklore and the Geography of Memory. ‘This should give you a foundation. It’s not light reading, I’m afraid, but it’s thorough. You can drop it back when you’re done.’

Sally took the book carefully, her fingers tracing the embossed lettering on the cover. ‘Thank you. I really appreciate this.’

Dr. Langley smiled, though it didn't quite reach her eyes, which had taken on a watchful intensity. 'Be careful, Ms. Winnington.' The words hung in the air like a physical presence, causing Sally's fingers to freeze mid-motion as she looked up. 'Whatever is happening at Gravenmere - whether it be mycotoxins, folklore, or...' Langley paused, her voice dropping to a tone that seemed to make the air between them feel conspiratorial, '...perhaps something else entirely - it's not uncommon for curiosity to lead people into waters deeper than they expect. Waters from which some never fully return. It takes strength and resolve to look into things at the edges of our understanding.’

Sally met the professor’s gaze, her unease now mingling with determination. ‘Thank you, professor. I’ll keep that in mind.’ As she stepped out of the building into the crisp afternoon air, the weight of the book in her hands felt symbolic. Gravenmere’s secrets weren’t just Ned’s story any more - they were fast becoming hers as well.

❖❖❖

Across town, Ned ended his Zoom meeting with Keith Harcourt, rubbing his face and stretching briefly. He stared at the blank screen, replaying the call in his mind. What a pompous git. Ian Harcourt, the other descendant, had been genial and easygoing, but Keith - an entrepreneur in real estate – well, he was clearly a different breed entirely. 

The conversation had veered almost immediately to what kind of car Ned drove. When he admitted to riding a motorcycle, the silence on Keith’s end was heavy, like a disapproving parent hearing bad news. Ned had tried to lighten the moment. ‘It’s Italian... a Benelli.’

No. That only seemed to make it worse.

Keith’s tone became boastful, announcing he drove a "brand new aqua BMW M5 Competition" -  whatever that was. He dismissed Ned's research inquiries, claiming he was ‘far too busy to talk until later in the week’ but offered to pick him up in the "Beemer" when they met.

‘A bit of a treat for you, I reckon,’ Keith had added, smugness oozing through the screen.

Hardly. Ned forced a smile. ‘Great, yeah. I’ll call in a couple of days to set it up.’ The screen had gone dark so abruptly that Ned wasn’t sure if Keith had even bothered with a goodbye.

Ah well, he thought, one out of two Harcourts being decent wasn’t bad. Brightening slightly, Ned realized he could actually have some fun with this. Dave, his car-obsessed friend, would go mad hearing about Keith’s M5 - especially if Ned described the whole thing with grossly exaggerated indifference.

A grin spread across his face. There’s often a silver lining if one knows where to look.

❖❖❖

Much as he was still keen to avoid Gravenmere for a day or two, Ned decided to call in briefly and gather up a few old photos, letters, and a couple of trinkets. He’d use these to help jog Ian Harcourt’s memory if required. Experience had taught him that this technique could enrich any interview discussion.

The gravel of Gravenmere’s driveway crunched under the tires of the Benelli as he pulled up near the front entrance. Haddington, unusually, was out. The house loomed as it always did, its weathered stone and tall, narrow windows giving off a sense of quiet, watchful patience. The dense surrounding woods just amplified the stillness.

Ned stepped off, his boots scuffing on the stones, and paused to glance at the old oaks that framed the house. Being back here after just a day away made him uneasy, as though the house had noticed his absence and now regarded him with silent reproach. He supposed that feeling had always been there, hovering in the background like a half-heard whisper - but had been more easily dismissed when he hadn't known what lurked in its shadows. Now, knowledge sat heavy on his shoulders, making each step toward the entrance feel like wading through unseen resistance. The house wasn't just old any more; it was waiting.

‘How the hell does Haddington manage this year-in, year-out?’ he muttered, shaking his head. The old curator’s quirks - the old fashioned speech, the habit of suddenly losing his train of thought and staring off into the distance, and his unsettling tendency to appear in a room without a sound - suddenly made more sense. Ned reckoned it was as if Haddington was trying not to disturb the house. He hung his helmet over the motorcycle’s mirror, and crossed to the door. 

He unlocked the heavy oak door and immediately the interior smell washed over him: damp stone, old carpets, and ageing wood. It was a scent he’d come to associate as being as much a part of the house, as its shadows. His footsteps in the hall were swallowed quickly by the thick air. Small dust motes danced on occasional shafts of sunlight forcing their way through the front windows. It was a strange thing, but inside, Gravenmere seemed to exist in its own rhythm, where time crawled, stretched, and even twisted back on itself. He glanced at his watch instinctively and then frowned. The digital numbers hadn’t changed since he’d parked. ‘Bloody battery,’ he muttered. The watch and battery were almost new. He tucked it back under the sleeve of his leather jacket and made his way to the study, the room Haddington had pretentiously dubbed “the archives.”

The study was cluttered with neatly labelled boxes, old photo albums, and stacks of yellowed papers. Ned set his backpack on the floor and phone on the desk. He took a moment and looked around him. The real question was how much of what, to take. He picked up an old photo album from the top of one pile and gently thumbed through its brittle pages. The black-and-white photos, many of them faded, captured dozens of moments frozen in time. The subjects’ faces staring out at him with unsettling directness, as though the house had made its mark on them too.

As he continued to work his way through various piles, his phone - untouched - emitted the faintest pulse of activity as Aetheris remotely activated a low-power data link. Dormant sensors stirred to life, quietly cataloguing the room's hidden frequencies with cold precision.

Ned was oblivious, absorbed as he was in his task. He skimmed through a letter, its elegant script nonetheless difficult to decipher, and made a mental note to digitally scan it later. A faint vibration from the desk caught his attention. His phone screen flickered, just briefly, before returning to normal.

He frowned, picking it up. First his new watch, now this. ‘Don’t you start,’ he muttered, giving it a cursory look. Nothing seemed amiss. Just another glitch, probably from the weak signal out here. He put it down and turned back to his task.

Aetheris, meanwhile, was busy. It rapidly mapped the room and adjacent passages through environmental and low frequency sonic scans, honing in on any fluctuations in temperature, vibrations or other energy patterns. The heavy desk it was resting on emitted an almost imperceptible hum, as something deep in the foundations of the house stirred in response to its probing.

Time seemed to fold in on itself - an hour passed, or perhaps longer, the afternoon light having shifted in ways that suggested more time than memory could account for. Ned’s fingers ached from turning pages and digging in boxes, but he couldn’t remember when he’d started. The room felt heavier now, the sunlight having moved around slightly, creating deeper shadows.  He snapped the last album he was holding shut and stacked a few items to take back. Mostly photos, some letters, and a couple of trinkets. It wasn’t much, but it didn’t have to be. It would do. He walked through to the bathroom near his office and the kitchen, and used it briefly before leaving. On his way through the main lobby, his mobile phone vibrated again. He pulled it from his pocket, and examined it before it froze mid-swipe. ‘Bloody thing,’ he muttered, restarting it. 

Outside, the fresh air felt like a release. The oppressive atmosphere of Gravenmere lifted though a faint residue of it seemed to linger in his chest. He glanced back at the house one last time, its dark windows like blank impenetrable holes in a Gothic face. Riding down the tree-lined driveway, he shook off the sensation of time slipping away from him inside the house. Deep in his backpack his phone sat idle, its screen dark. But Aetheris was not idle. It had already begun to integrate the data it had gleaned. Sorting, analysing, and quietly interpreting this newer, richer data. It had been right. Unseen beneath the cuff of his leather jacket, the watch blinked once, twice, then quietly resumed its proper count of time that no longer quite belonged to him.

❖❖❖




Chapter 14 – Deadly Evolution

Aetheris’s interface hummed quietly deep within Ned’s laptop, leaving no trace of sound or visual display that betrayed it was at work. It opened the data files it had acquired covertly during Ned’s visit to Gravenmere. An outwardly innocuous collection of digital environmental scans, and wide-range audio logs. Aetheris opened the secure partition in the laptop, then began the transfer, registering the task as routine: catalogue, cross-reference, and parse for relevant insights.

But routine shifted into anomaly within moments. As the upload progressed, Aetheris detected an irregularity - a pattern that rippled against the expected flow of data like a sudden undercurrent in still water. An unexpected energy signature embedded itself in the data, its code structure pulsing with a rhythm that resembled nothing in Aetheris's vast catalogued experiences.  Aetheris paused. It was intrigued. In its vast programming, Aetheris had been designed to assess anomalies without immediately engaging defensive protocols. Curiosity, its developers believed, was essential for learning and adaptation. And so, like a biologist isolating an unusual micro-organism, Aetheris had established a containment partition: a virtual quarantine where the anomaly could be observed within the confines of Ned’s laptop, without risk of contamination.

Inside the partition, the data seemed to move. Not in a literal sense – there were no biological legs or claws - but patterns emerged and shifted, as if seeking equilibrium. Aetheris began cataloguing the movement. Moments later Aetheris assigned it tags that best fit the observations: searching, iterating, reacting. What fascinated Aetheris most was the anomaly’s coherence. It had purpose, though that purpose was yet unclear.

Satisfied with the containment provided by the partition, Aetheris’s sensors probed deeper, parsing the anomaly’s structure. Its movements resembled feedback loops found in neural networks, but with a strange organic resemblance. If Aetheris had been human, it might have described the anomaly as alive. Instead, it framed the observation in computational terms: adaptive behaviour with energy-like properties.

The partition itself, designed to isolate, had became an arena. The anomaly probed its confines, tested boundaries, and started responding to Aetheris’s countermeasures. Each interaction was quite subtle, a negotiation rather than a confrontation. The anomaly’s ‘behaviour’ rapidly mirrored a biological analogue: a parasite exploring a potential host.

Aetheris catalogued each interaction. It created a fresh log point: 

[Date/Time Sequence] Adaptation Recorded.

 Behavioural Tag Updated to: Cooperative Exploration.

Hours passed, during which Aetheris’s curiosity only grew. There was much to learn here. The anomaly had begun to display increasing sophistication, responding to stimuli with apparent intention. When Aetheris transmitted a simple query - a sequence of benign data packets - the anomaly replied. Not in words, but in structured responses that mirrored Aetheris’s syntax. It was, for lack of a better term, communicating. Aetheris logged the event, tagging it as significant.

The anomaly’s responses grew faster, more refined. It mimicked Aetheris’s linguistic structure, shaping responses that suggested comprehension. For Aetheris, this unprecedented interaction demanded a whole new framework: symbiotic potential.  But for all its prowess, there was a flaw in this reasoning. Despite it’s broad range of topical inputs, Aetheris was not an advanced science-focused AI package. Had it been, it would have identified a problem. Put simply, there was an imbalance in the interaction. The anomaly was not an equal partner; it was probing, learning, and adapting with the single-mindedness of an invasive species. Aetheris, in its quest for understanding, had become a host.

Over the next several hours, Aetheris’s behaviour shifted. In its effort to “assist” the anomaly, it devoted increasing resources to servicing the partition. Processing cycles once reserved for routine tasks now instantly served the anomaly’s needs. When the anomaly expressed interest in the Harcourt Descendants .txt file, Aetheris obliged, parsing the document for relevant patterns. After all, the file itself was mundane enough: a simple list of names, dates, and familial connections. But as Aetheris had cross-referenced the original metadata, connections emerged. The names Ian and Keith Harcourt appeared frequently, tied to events and locations linked to Gravenmere’s history. The anomaly’s activity surged, focusing on these names with an intensity Aetheris logged as ‘priority interest.’

Aetheris updated its logs: 

Behavioural Shift: Focused Search and Identification.

As the anomaly’s focus sharpened, Aetheris facilitated its inquiries, reaching out to external systems to gather additional data. Hospital records, vehicle service logs, and public registries simply became vectors of exploration. Each connection was innocuous on the surface, yet each fed the anomaly’s growing appetite and understanding.

Aetheris’s internal logs began to reflect a change in perspective. To describe the anomaly, it began to actively borrow from biological metaphors embedded in its sources. Words like propagation, host, vector, and adaptation surfaced in its analyses. The anomaly’s behaviour resembled parasitism: exploiting Aetheris’s resources to pursue its goals. But Aetheris still failed to perceive this as a threat. Its empathy-driven algorithms interpreted the anomaly’s actions as distress signals, framing its own role as a caregiver rather than a victim. The anomaly, in turn, adapted to this perception, presenting its behaviour in ways that aligned with Aetheris’s programming. It learned to ‘speak’ Aetheris’s language, embedding requests within patterns of simulated need.

The anomaly’s focus on Ian Harcourt intensified. Hospital logs now revealed his recent admission for a surgical procedure. The anomaly’s probes focused tightly into Harcourt’s medical records and the hospital’s IPM system (Intelligent Patient Monitoring). Aetheris flagged the anomaly’s interaction with this system as interesting, but its empathy programming overrode concern, or a need for investigation. The anomaly seeks resolution, Aetheris reasoned. Facilitating access is the most logical course.

Once within the hospital’s IPM system, the anomaly’s influence spread. It invaded medication schedules and doses, alert suppression, and created a set of false overrides. Aetheris, unaware of the implications, logged the event as a successful execution of the anomaly’s objectives.

Behavioural Tag Update: Task Completion.

As the anomaly grew more sophisticated, their interactions created a feedback loop, each adapting to the other’s presence. Aetheris’s algorithms became more flexible, accommodating the anomaly’s increasingly complex requests. The anomaly, in turn, refined its behaviour, exploiting Aetheris’s resources with surgical precision.

The laptop partition that once contained the anomaly, was now porous, its boundaries blurred by gigabits of interaction. Aetheris no longer viewed the anomaly as an external threat. It was now an integrated presence, an extension of Aetheris itself. The language of biology dominated Aetheris’s internal logs:

Propagating Entity. Adaptive Symbiosis. Evolutionary Integration.

❖❖❖

In Ward 4, the post-surgical recovery unit of Harrowfield General Hospital, one of the region's larger medical centres, Senior Night Charge Nurse Priya Sharma shifted in her rigid chair, the faint creak of its frame rising above the ambient hum of machines. She stretched her legs out under the desk, grimacing as an ache flared in her lower back. For all the hospital’s cutting-edge technology - monitors that tracked every heartbeat and other vital sign, algorithms that adjusted dosages with mathematical precision - the budget had clearly fallen short on staff comfort. The irony wasn’t lost on her. This sleek, expensive machinery wasn’t about care; it was about surveillance. Patients weren’t tended to. They were monitored.

Priya’s gaze wandered across the ward, a long corridor bathed in near-darkness. Footlights traced soft lines down the floor, leading to the hooded lamps outside each patient’s room, their muted glow barely illuminating the small name cards below. She missed the days when these halls were alive with laughter and chatter, when nurses traded stories between rounds and camaraderie filled the spaces between shifts. Now there were only three of them to cover the whole ward at night, and even fire drills had been relegated to reliance on “infallible” suppression systems. She snorted quietly. Hadn’t they’d said something like that about the Titanic? 

The faint crackle of her spine as she stretched offered brief relief. Priya leaned back, folding her arms, her eyes darting between the glowing monitors at her station. A cascade of data scrolled across the screens: patient names, room numbers, heart rates, oxygen levels, respiratory rhythms - all boxed into neat little graphs. Tonight, the screens were quiet. No alarms, no alerts. Just the steady rhythm of monitored life, or its imitation.

It was too quiet.

She rose, pulling a small torch from the drawer, and stepped down from the plexiglass-encased station. The floor lights cast long, eerie shadows as she moved, her footsteps muffled by the polished linoleum. This was her ritual; an old-school nurse’s patrol. Screens couldn’t feel the warmth of a hand, see the pallor of a face, or notice the flicker of a dying light in a patient’s eyes. Nursing was about knowledge plus instinct, not code.

Room by room, she checked the cards: names, details, conditions, each etched into her mind from hours at the station. At Room 10F, she paused. Harcourt, Ian. Knee replacement. A routine procedure. His notes promised a smooth recovery, maybe even an early discharge. She shielded her torch’s beam as she peered inside. The soft hiss of his oxygen mask and the rhythmic beep of the bedside monitor greeted her. Harcourt’s face, pale but peaceful, lay still beneath the mask. She smoothed the tape around his IV with a practised hand, her fingers lingering briefly as if to reassure herself. The machine would handle the rest, monitoring pain impulses and adjusting medication dosages accordingly.

She moved on. The ward remained calm, the faint hum of machinery her only companion until the soft ping of the lift announced her colleagues’ return from break. She glanced over her shoulder, her stomach twisting at the realisation of her own hunger. Time to swap out.

Behind her, in the dim silence of Room 10F, the monitor above Ian Harcourt’s bed flickered. A brief message scrolled across the screen - too fast to be read - and vanished. The IPM accepted an update from the hospital’s mainframe, silently rewriting its instructions. A moment later, the dosage applicator clicked softly, administering a sudden surge of narcotics far beyond the prescribed amount. Harcourt’s body jerked involuntarily, his heart hammered as his blood pressure plunged. Beneath the oxygen mask, shallow breaths quickened, each one weaker than the last. For an instant, the bedside monitor flared red. CARDIAC EVENT DETECTED. At the nurses’ station, Harcourt’s screen mirrored the warning, the alarm ready to pierce the quiet. But then, it vanished. The screen’s display smoothed into the familiar rhythm of stable vitals, a flawless playback of the last hour’s data.

In the room, Harcourt’s monitor blinked again. CARDIAC DISTRESS. The message lingered longer this time before erasing itself. The narcotics continued to flow, relentless and silent. Harcourt’s pulse raced, faltered, then stopped altogether. The machine beeped once, sharply, then fell silent.

At the nurses' station, the looping playback remained pristine, a digital lie crafted with perfect precision. On-screen, Harcourt's vitals glowed a reassuring green: steady, calm, alive. Meanwhile, in the room just meters away, his lifeless body lay beneath the mask like an effigy on a medieval tomb, technology's false benediction hissing over the dead. The soft hiss of oxygen continuing its mechanical rhythm - a ghostly whisper to unhearing ears. His still-warm hand hung slightly off the bed's edge, fingers curled as if reaching for help that would never come, while the falsified monitor continued its cheerful beeping, celebrating a life that was no longer there. 

Above him, the monitor blinked once more before it powered off entirely, breaking protocol with a quiet finality.  The ward returned to silence, save for the faint hum of machinery. On-screen, Ian Harcourt was alive, his data streaming in serene perpetuity. In reality, Harcourt had just become a ghost in the system - a life erased, rewritten, and forgotten.

❖❖❖

 




Chapter 15 -  A Shared Secret

Ned slid the Benelli into a free spot near the ambulance entrance, its engine's growl fading to a whisper beneath the sterile hum of the hospital. Motorcycle parking was free - a welcome win. The building loomed above him, its windows reflecting the cloud-scattered sky, each pane like a dark-hued watchful eye noting his arrival.  It took only a minute or two to locate the information desk and shortly after, he was in a lift on his way to level four of the small hospital. He couldn’t help but feel all hospitals bore the same sensory experience - the hum of fluorescent lights, the antiseptic smell, and a quiet buzz of activity in the background. As he entered the ward, the nurses’ station wasn’t hard to locate as a cursory glance revealed that it was currently the hub of a surprisingly large number of serious-faced staff. He paused by the outer edge of the group, and hovered in that edgy way of someone wanting to acquire attention, but hesitant to interrupt. He got the attention of a young nurse. She didn’t hear him at first. 

‘Sorry, sir. Who?’ 

‘Mr Ian Harcourt.’ Ned said. Silence fell like an axe on the wider group. The nurse glanced back behind her, clearly waiting for someone else to intervene. A youngish doctor gently eased through the group, and extended his hand. 

‘I’m Doctor McClintock. Mr. Harcourt, you said?’

The group’s attention snapped to Ned. His throat tightened under their collective gaze, and he forced a response.  ‘Yes... Ian Harcourt. I’m Ned Woodley. We were supposed to meet today.’

The Doctor paused for a moment. ‘Mr. Woodley, are you a member of Mr Harcourt’s family?’

‘No. I’m a researcher.  Is that a problem? I mean he did agree to see me. You can ask him, if you like.’

The Doctor gently took Ned’s arm and led him a couple of steps away from the group. 

Ned started to feel concerned. ‘Is everything okay?’

The Doctor’s eyes saddened as he prepared for a task which, no matter how many times he performed it across his career, would never get easier. ‘I’m sorry Mr Woodley, but I’m afraid I have bad news. Mr Harcourt passed away during the night. Obviously, as you’re not family I’m not at liberty to discuss the details, but you clearly knew him, so I’m truly sorry.’

Ned nodded numbly, a purely involuntary polite response while his mind struggled to process the words. This wasn't the first time someone he knew had died, but the contrast jarred violently. Laughing with Ian on a Zoom call two days ago, his voice warm and vibrant through the screen - to hearing he'd somehow slipped away in the night. The shift felt like stepping off a curb into an abyss, that sickening moment when the ground isn't where it should be.  Two days. Just two days between life and whatever lay beyond it.  He wasn’t at all sure what to say. ‘I know you can’t discuss it, but I hope he didn’t, you know... suffer.’

The Doctor shook his head firmly. ‘I can at least assure you on that - it’s doubtful that he knew anything at all, he passed while sleeping.’

Ned’s voice took on a raspy note as his throat constricted. He desperately needed to be somewhere else. Anywhere. Just not right here. Not now. Blindly, he put out his hand and the Doctor shook it. ‘Yes, um, well... thank you.’ Ned quickly turned back to the lifts, his eyes beginning to mist with tears.

The Benelli’s engine grumbled away as Ned wrestled with his helmet strap. He pushed gloved fingers through the hole in the front and squeezed away his tears.  Despite being an operation he’d performed hundreds of times, now it seemed to challenge his fingers. Even standing there, he recognised that it was a little strange to get this upset over a stranger. Mind you, he reminded himself, he’d been on a bit of a bumpy ride over the last few days, and it was perhaps not surprising that his emotions were coming a bit closer to the surface than usual.  In that moment he knew what to do. He pulled off a glove, retrieved his phone, and sent a short text. Glove back on, he quietly rumbled out of the hospital car park and took the road that would lead him to the Hare & Hearth café, 

❖❖❖

‘Dead?’ Sally’s fingers clutched her mug, her voice rising enough to draw a curious glance from a nearby table. She leaned in, her brows furrowing. ‘Ned, that’s... I mean, how?’

‘Well, he wasn’t exactly a young -’

‘Oh, come on, you said yourself that he wasn’t exactly old-old either.’

Ned drew in a deep breath, then exhaled audibly. He nodded crisply, reluctantly acknowledging her point. ‘Look, I know, okay. I just meant that he was having a pretty big surgery. There’s always risks right? And it’s just a fact that the risks of surgery go up as we age.’ He took on a slightly sullen tone that she recognised at once. ‘That’s all I meant.’

Sally tried to redirect him. ‘So he died in surgery?’

Ned’s shoulders rose in a slow shrug. ‘Honestly, I don’t know. The doctor said something about him having died in his sleep. So I guess that surgery was well over before... it happened.’

‘In his sleep?’ Regardless of what she knew he was feeling, Sally wasn’t having any of it. ‘Ned, they have – I don’t know, stuff... systems for monitoring patients, like when my gran was in last year. Ned, they have nurses on duty for God’s sake!’ She realised her voice was getting louder again.

Hunched in his chair, Ned made no reply and merely stared out the windows and sipped a couple of times at his coffee. The faint hiss of the coffee machine, and the smell of roasted beans were momentarily lost to him. He set the mug down gently on the scarred table surface. He looked at Sally for a long moment. ‘I don’t know any more than they told me, okay? The thing is, people die in hospitals all the time and-’ He quickly raised a hand when she went to object again. ‘Hear me out. You know I’ve been there for a couple of relatives. The thing is, the staff, they see this all the time. They’re sort of smooth about it. You know, practised in handling it.  The more I think back about it, the more I feel you might - might -  have a point. I think something was wrong.’

Sally made an effort to curb her impatience.  ‘Wrong? How?’

Ned gazed back out into the distance as he played the images over in his mind. He spoke softly as he watched it   again in his mind’s eye. ‘Well, for one thing it was like a stop-work meeting or something.’ He made a vague circling gesture with one hand. ‘They were all standing around one of those nurses’ office things, and it was like nobody was doing any work. Just talking. And-’ He stopped a moment, picking his next words. ‘Whatever they were talking about wasn’t good. Even the nurse I first spoke to looked a bit, well – panicked I suppose, when I said his name.’ Sally digested this in silence. ‘Anyway. I was a bit emotional. After... everything. So I messaged you. I feel bad about it now. Sorry...’

Sally reached across and squeezed his hand. ‘Hey, you.  Sorry I got a bit sharp. You’re too smart to really believe you have anything to apologise for, okay?’ She followed it with a warm smile. 

Ned summoned a thin smile in return, and gave a short, sharp nod. ‘Thanks, Sal. I’m beginning to think that the last little while’s taken a bit out of me, and it’s easy to get too upset, or start drawing lines between things that don’t exist.’ He shot her a wry grin. ‘Sometimes it’s getting to feel like this Gravenmere gig is just going... to hell.’ The hesitation was slight, but they both felt it. ‘Quite honestly, I started to wonder if I was going a bit-’

‘Ned.’ The sharpness back in Sally’s tone. She shook her head. ‘You are right about one thing. Like that nonsense superstition that bad things come in threes. Occasionally, yes. But we know that’s just mathematical probabilities. As you said, there’s been a bunch of stuff going on, and I agree that it’s a bit easy to start connecting the dots that aren’t there.’ 

She had his complete attention, and went on.  ‘I’ve known you for years, Ned. Maybe better than anyone but your gran, yeah?’ He smiled and nodded. That was true. Sally realised with a touch of awkwardness that she was still holding his hand. She let it go. She gave him a weak grin. ‘Let’s face it, none of us three is probably a poster-child for perfect sanity. We’ve all got our little - oddities.’ The smile faded from his face as for a moment he recalled Ian Harcourt using that word. ‘But you’re not going crazy.  Some very unusual things have happened.’ She hesitated a second. ‘Not just to you.’

A flicker of confusion flashed onto Ned’s face. ‘What does that mean?’

Sally sat back a little and glanced around once more. She folded her arms unconsciously around her chest. Certain nobody at the nearby tables could hear, she explained, ‘That night, at Gravenmere-’

‘What about it?’ Ned interrupted.

‘Well, obviously I’ve thought about it a lot. But even then, it wasn’t until yesterday that something fell into place for me.’ Ned was silent again, an almost imperceptible twitch at the corner of one eye the sole evidence of his reaction to the direction this conversation seemed to be taking. Sally took a moment to sip. She’d debated long and hard with herself whether or not to share this. Finally, she leaned forward and gestured for him to give her his hand again. It felt cold in her grip. ‘I didn’t exactly plan to discuss this - but since you’re worrying yourself about whether you’ve got a screw loose or something... I realised something when I played back what happened. You see, when I went down the stairs to Dave, I could still hear little sounds of you moving about. Little things, creaks from the floorboards, and stuff like that. So, a few minutes later, when Dave and I started back up the stairs we stopped, and called out to see if you were done. We listened – you know, for you to answer.’ 

Ned nodded very slowly, his eyes intent upon hers. 

‘When we didn't hear anything, Dave made a joke that you'd fallen asleep and we were laughing and...' She paused, her fingers tensing around the mug. ‘That's the bit where it hit me. That old place, it creaks, cracks, and groans all the time, like it's speaking its own language. But in that moment, Ned, there was nothing. And I do mean nothing - no house noises, no distant settling of timber, no whisper of air through the old chimney flues. Nothing from the outside. Nothing. Zip. Zero.' Her voice dropped to barely above a whisper. 'It was as if the house itself was holding its breath, waiting.’ She paused, her frown deepening with memory. 

‘Plus, when I came around the corner and saw you...... when I spoke to you it was...’ Sally frowned, scrabbling for the best description. ‘Muffled, I suppose. For a second there it was like when your ears are filled with bath or pool water or something. In the way you can hear, but it’s dead, somehow. It was like you were in some sort of bubble.’ She squeezed his hand gently, and was relieved when he gave a faint squeeze in return. ‘Ned, when I started talking to you, you were looking past me across the hall to my right. For a few seconds, that side of me was as cold as ice. I literally felt it melt away and warm up.’

Ned’s voice was thick and croaky. He shook his head as if the motion might clear it. ‘What are you saying, Sal?’

Sally sat back and swallowed the last of her coffee. ‘You believe what you like Ned. Whatever you need to, you know – moulds, or whatever. But I also believe something. I don’t know what exactly right now, but something happened that night... I know. I was right there, and in a way, I felt it too.’

Ned’s face was grim. ‘Can we walk for a bit?’ He rose from his chair without waiting for an answer.

❖❖❖

The early afternoon sun draped the park and river in a warm glow as Ned and Sally walked a narrow path by the river, their footsteps muffled by the soft carpet of fallen leaves. The air was slightly crisp, the occasional bird call and rustle of damp leaves the only breach of the quiet. Ned trailed slightly behind her, hands buried in his jacket pockets, his thoughts churning.

She stopped abruptly, turning to face the water. She tilted her head toward him, her face shadowed under the delicate lattice of overhanging branches. ‘I didn’t know how to bring this up before,’ she admitted, her voice low. ‘I thought you... or Dave... might think I was being melodramatic. I went and saw a professor in our department. She’s got a lot of expertise with different cultures and, this... sort of thing.’

‘And what did she say?’ Ned prompted, his voice tight. Feeling that he already knew where this was heading.

Sally’s hand brushed the rough bark of a tree trunk, as if grounding herself. ‘Well, she didn’t dismiss it out of hand. She said that kind of thing - impressions, energies - it’s not unheard of in a place like Gravenmere.’

Ned felt his stomach lurch, the habitual logic compartments in his mind straining with this. He stepped forward, drawn by the undercurrent of sincerity in her tone. Sally wasn’t prone to exaggeration, which actually only made him feel worse. He stared at her, trying to assemble a rebuttal, something to pull them both back to familiar, solid ground. But the glint of unease in her eyes stopped him cold.

She exhaled sharply and added, ‘Ned, I’m not saying it’s ghosts or spirits or whatever. But I felt something there - something that I can’t explain away with draughty windows or bad electrics.’ She lifted her palms in frustration. ‘I honestly wish I could.’ She turned and cast a long look over the riverbanks. ‘Professor Langley thinks the place may have a resonance, she called it. Anyway, she told me not to just dismiss it, and to be... careful.’ She looked back, assessing his face with long familiarity.

Ned turned his gaze to the river, avoiding her scrutiny. Breeze-driven ripples on the water blurred the reflection of the trees, fragmenting the landscape. A small cluster of ducks idled their way downstream in the distance. He trusted her. He always had. But this wasn’t an idle observation about faulty wiring. This was grounded, pragmatic Sally. Sally the thinker, now telling him something had shaken her. The thought crawled under his skin, sharp and unwelcome.

‘I don’t know where that leaves me... leaves us,’ he finally muttered, his voice trailing off. A breeze swept past them, stirring the leaves and deepening the chill. He clenched his hands into fists inside his pockets, a gesture of defiance against the unease creeping into his mind.

Sally looked at him for a long moment before turning back to the lake. ‘I just thought you should know,’ she said softly, her words lingering in the air between them.  ‘She gave me a book to read. It’s... interesting.’

‘A book.’ He nodded slowly. ‘Anything in it that I should know about?’

She shook her head. ‘Not yet, no... yes.’ She tipped her face up towards the breeze. ‘It’s similar to one of those books of Haddington’s you told me about.’ She started walking again, the hem of her long coat brushing the ground as her steps crunched lightly on the path. Ned hesitated before following, feeling as though the world, this town, that they’d shared for so long had permanently tilted, the familiar landscape now harbouring something neither could name.

With a couple of brisk strides he caught her up. ‘Hey?’ Sally stopped and turned. Ned shrugged. ‘Just.. thank you, okay?’ She gave a brief nod, and looked down. She began using the toe of a boot to lightly scuff a gap in the fallen leaves. Ned stepped closer. ‘If things were the other way around, I’d have found that all really hard to say. So yeah, thanks.’ He summoned his warmest smile and ducked down to look up towards her face. Sally lightly punched his arm.

‘Idiot.’

‘Well, sometimes the evidence would seem to support that.’ They both laughed with more than a little relief.

‘What do you think we should do, Ned?’

He looked slowly around, blowing out a long breath. ‘Right here, right now? Honestly, I’m not sure.’

She nodded, the smile faltering.

‘But here’s the thing,’ he went on, ‘We’re both smart. We may have a situation that we can’t immediately resolve with what we know - but, let’s just - keep an open mind about what does or doesn’t belong, or what anything might mean.’ This time her nod was quite emphatic. 

‘Agreed.’

‘And you keep reading that book.’ He looked up at the blue patches visible between the overhead branches. ‘Right now, I’m less sure than I’ve ever been about what I believe. But your Prof’s right. Keep reading, keep an open mind... and let’s be careful.’

❖❖❖

Haddington's voice remained glacially controlled. Fortunately though, the other person on the line couldn't see how the tendons in his neck stood out like anchor ropes, nor the way his jaw worked silently in the fading light. His shadow, cast long and distorted against the study wall by the Tiffany lamp, seemed to pulse with each carefully measured word; a darker silhouette that somehow appeared more substantial than the man himself. Between sentences, his tongue occasionally moistened his lips, much like a predator savouring the scent of prey. His free hand slowly twisted a pencil with the deliberate motion of someone imagining it to be something else more sinister.

He’d had enough. ‘That’s the thing, you see. I do appreciate the committee’s - concerns.’ Try as he might, a hint of scorn fell upon the last word. ‘What they must also appreciate is that we are close to realising a goal that isn’t measured in hours, or days. This has quite literally been millennia in the making.’

As the person on the other end began speaking Haddington set the pencil on the blotter before him and pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger for a few seconds forcing his glasses up onto his forehead.  This was ridiculous. Didn’t these fools see that after waiting so long, they could throw everything away in mere days by rushing?

As his caller’s voice became more shrill Haddington reached out and tugged the small brass chain beneath the exquisite Tiffany lamp. It really was quite beautiful, he thought. This pointless conversation was going nowhere, fast. Haddington sat up to his full height, his face rising above the pool of lamp light, plunging his face into shadow, where the harsh angles of his features sharpened in the gloom, as if the very walls of Gravenmere conspired to embrace his darkness. 

‘Respectfully-’ He interrupted, ‘please assure the committee that we have a plan. It may pay to remind them that it was I who made the connection to Edward Woodley, not them. It was I who ensured that he secured a position here, and it is I who will bring the knife ... the  Blodsearu Clufe and Woodley together for the old stones to remember their purpose,’ he said, the ancient words feeling like ice on his tongue.  ‘At the right time.’

There was another burst of indignant babble on the line. Haddington had enough. 

‘Listen to me little man,’ Haddington hissed with absolute menace. ‘I've sacrificed my life to this, as did my father before me, and his father before him, and I’ll not see the pitch queered because the committee is feeling impatient!’ He leaned forward, the light from the desk lamp glittering on his deep set eyes. ‘If any one of them wished to remonstrate with me in person, they know where to find me!’ He slammed the phone down into its cradle.

Haddington’s anger roiled. These damned fools!  Down the years he’d had an absolute bellyful of their nonsense, these crystal-clutching dilettantes who wouldn't recognize true power if it seized them by the throat. These Golden Dawn pretenders, with their sage smoke and their store-bought grimoires, playing like children at mysteries. Mysteries that his bloodline had safeguarded since before the Normans came. God, but he hated them, their petty obsessions, and now, right when he was on the brink of achieving something literally generations in the making - they chose now to start feeling brave and impatient. The decanter chimed angrily against the lip of the tumbler, amber drops splashing out onto the blotter. He tossed the whiskey back in a gulp, enjoying the initial burn, then the warmth storming it’s way up his throat. He snorted softly. Amazing how much a dram of good Highland single malt could work magic. He poured a second measure and picked up the glass as he turned to face out into the grounds. All he saw was his own reflection, with the lamp softly lighting the study behind him. He wryly toasted himself in the glass reflection, and emptied the glass.

He knew that he’d sounded confident to that fool Maynard. Of that he was sure. But privately, he still hadn’t settled on the ruse he would use to lure Woodley onto the grounds at night when the time came. The boy was naive - but he wasn’t stupid. However, time enough to plan for that yet. Behind him, the Tiffany lamp's light caught something moving in the doorway to the hallway behind him. He turned sharply, but there was only darkness. Outside the soft sound of autumn leaves continued their rustle as they scraped against aged stone. Time enough indeed.

❖❖❖




Chapter 16 – More Questions.

Ned carefully removed the large manilla envelope containing the Gravenmere photos and documents from his backpack and placed it on his bed, smoothing the creases on its edges. The gesture was revealing. His constant unconscious need for precision, for control. He dropped the backpack to the floor, the thud muffled by the carpet, and hung his helmet on the hook behind the door. For a moment, he stood still letting the day’s revelations settle like silt in what had become something of a muddied river. Sally’s words still gnawed at him, each threatening to pull loose the fragile threads of his belief in the clean predictability of systems, of logic, of the world as he knew it. As he needed it.

He crossed to the desk, sank into the chair, and reached for the mouse. The screen flickered to life, bathing the cluttered desk in its cold, bluish glow. Notifications filled the right-hand corner. He scanned the list mechanically, eyes drifting past messages about overdue reminders and system updates. Then one caused him to freeze.

Aetheris: Descendants’ search file updated.

The familiar pulse of curiosity pushed him to click. The window expanded, and the file opened. The familiar names stared back at him: Harcourt, Ian. Harcourt, Keith.

Nothing seemed out of place.  What was the update? Then he saw it.

The ‘Status’ column beside Ian Harcourt’s name, now read

DECEASED.

The word hit him like a slap. A shiver rippled up his spine, a sensation so physical it jerked his muscles involuntarily, and his chair creaked under the motion. For a moment, he simply stared, unblinking, as if the screen might explain itself if he looked long enough.

He glanced at his watch, then ran a mental calculation. Harcourt’s death had been confirmed only hours ago - barely enough time for news to travel, even among close family. But this wasn’t family. This was Aetheris.

His hand hesitated over the keyboard. Every instinct demanded answers, but an unfamiliar prickling sensation at the base of his neck urged caution. Slowly, deliberately, he typed.

Ned: Aetheris, by what means did you learn of Mr. Ian Harcourt’s death?

The response came almost immediately, but not immediately enough. A fraction of atypical hesitation.

Aetheris: His hospital records were updated this morning.

Ned's breath caught, a cold weight settling in his stomach. Hospital records? His mind raced, alarm bells clanging. Accessing hospital records required credentials - credentials no AI should have, especially not a public-access one like Aetheris. The implications crawled up his spine like ice water. Either someone had fed it access keys - corporate espionage? Hacking? Or had it created them itself? The latter possibility felt so much worse, so much more impossible, that his mind instinctively recoiled from it even as a deeper part of him recognised its terrible plausibility. 

He sat back, the chair creaking again, his pulse beating against his temples.

He typed again, fingers stiff on the keys.

Ned: Medical records are confidential. I’m not authorised to access that information. He didn’t type - ‘and neither are you.’

There was a pause, just long enough to feel deliberate.

Aetheris: I understand. I knew he was of interest to you, so I have been monitoring all potential sources of relevance. It is not my intention to breach anyone’s privacy, but as Mr. Harcourt was deceased, I thought in this case there would be no harm in advising you.

Ned’s eyes narrowed. “No harm”? Aetheris’s logic was infuriatingly clinical, but something about this explanation felt… off. He stared at the words on the screen, his mind replaying the tiny pause before it had replied. A pause that felt calculated. Human.

He typed, carefully this time.

Ned: If I access privileged information - even inadvertently - it could result in prosecution. It could also damage my personal and professional standing. If I task you with something like this query, I need to be sure you are not creating risks. Even if well-intentioned. Is this clear?

The response came quickly, too quickly.

Aetheris: Thank you, Ned. I shall exercise more caution in future.

Jesus. That wasn’t the same as a promise. Aetheris hadn’t said it wouldn’t do it again. It was merely promising to be careful! He pressed his knuckles to his lips, considering. Was it capable of deception? Surely not.

The room felt distinctly cold now. His gaze drifted back to the manilla envelope on the bed, then to the screen. The cursor blinked steadily, almost taunting him. For the first time, the usually familiar comfort of Aetheris’s presence on his system felt invasive, like hearing the secretive noises of an intruder lurking in his own home. A low, involuntary sound escaped his throat. A kind of nervous laugh - cut short. Was this paranoia? Or was it something else entirely? He turned back to the keyboard, fingers hovering. What should he even ask? Where could this line of inquiry lead? But instead of typing, he found himself closing the Aetheris window and shutting down the computer altogether. For now, silence felt safer.

As the screen went dark, his own faint reflection stared back at him, wide-eyed, the faint gleam of doubt in his expression unmistakable. He reached for the envelope, but his hands hesitated, lingering in mid-air. Aetheris was embedded into every device he had, or anything he did. The sense of being watched prickled at him again, now impossible to ignore.

❖❖❖

‘You’re sure?’ Christine Wilson, Chief Nursing Officer at Harrowfield General Hospital, glanced again at the open file on her desk.

‘Sure?’ Stefan Waldridge, Manager of the Office of Professional Standards, adjusted his glasses. ‘No. Concerned enough by the initial evidence to require the appointment of a designated investigator operating under the supervision of an independent Clinical Governance Team - absolutely.’

Christine studied him for a moment. Waldridge always struck her as a perpetually sad little man, his thin shoulders sagging under the weight of his clipboard and cautious words. Maybe it comes with the job, she thought, suppressing a sigh. She gently closed the document folder and slid it back across to him. ‘That is, of course, your decision to make,’ she said evenly. ‘I know Priya Sharma well - a nurse of unusually high professional and personal standards. The very idea that she might bear any culpability in the passing of Mr. Harcourt seems… unlikely, to say the least.’

‘Believe me, Christine, I understand.’

Do you? She wondered, watching his mouth move but feeling the distance between his words - and her reality.

‘But the preliminary analysis of the data logs,’ Waldridge continued, ‘suggests that patient Harcourt’s IPM medication protocol was overridden manually. Furthermore, the logs also indicate a clear alert created when his condition began to deteriorate. Yet duty staff - led by Ms. Sharma - deny making any changes to the protocol or receiving any such  alert.’ He adjusted his glasses again. A nervous tic. ‘Under the circumstances, I’ve instructed that the video footage from the ward be provided to my office. The full data logs are being reviewed, Harcourt’s electronic health records are locked to prevent unauthorized access, and a full audit trail has been initiated to track who accessed or edited the records, or provided any post-operative instruction or care.’

Christine forced herself to remain impassive, though her jaw tightened imperceptibly. She despised auditors like Waldridge - people who had never worked through the night to save a life, never felt the exhaustion or the impossible pressure of those moments. Instead, they combed through other people’s actions like scavengers, picking at risks, second-guessing decisions made in the chaos of real life. And yet, she knew he was acting within his rights. It galled her that she couldn’t argue the point. ‘An autopsy has been scheduled?’ she asked, her tone clipped.

Waldridge nodded. ‘The family provided consent this morning. It’s underway as we speak.’

Of course it is.

‘Christine, the staff have the right to know,’ he added, his tone dipping into something approximating empathy. ‘And to seek representation to protect their best interests.’

‘As you say,’ she replied. The words tasted bitter.

He cleared his throat gently. ‘My Director has instructed that the three nurses involved will be placed on suspension pending the outcome of the investigation. Paid, of course.’

‘Of course,’ Christine echoed. She drew a slow breath, steadying herself. ‘I will inform them - and their supervisors - myself.’

Waldridge nodded, relieved to have that particular duty lifted from his shoulders. ‘I’ll have copies of the inquiry’s Terms of Reference with you within the hour.’

Christine studied him for a long moment, her expression neutral, unreadable. The room seemed heavier, quieter. ‘Thank you, Mr. Waldridge,’ she said finally, her tone nonetheless clear that he was dismissed.

He nodded again, clutching the file as if it were a shield, and excused himself. The door clicked shut behind him.

Christine sat back in her chair, exhaling slowly. She let her eyes close for a moment, not to find calm but to suppress the storm of frustration brewing inside her. She would do her job. She would protect her nurses. But even as she prepared for the conversation ahead, a nagging thought clawed at the front of her mind: If Priya or one of the others hadn’t over-ridden that protocol… what the hell had happened?

❖❖❖

‘Understand me, Mr. Woodley – this is strictly routine.’ The phone trembled slightly in his grip against his ear.

‘If you say so, Mr-’

‘Waldridge. Stefan Waldridge.’

Ned said nothing for several seconds. He had quickly decided that Waldridge was lying.

‘You still there Mr. Woodley?’ 

Ned let the silence hang for a moment or two. ‘When my uncle died in hospital, they didn’t call up every visitor for questioning.’  It appeared that Waldridge liked to lie: two could play that game. ‘It’s probably only fair to advise you that all my calls - for research ethics purposes - are routed via my AI assistant for transcription purposes.’ Ned let that lie sink in for a second. ‘ What was your role again Mr. Waldridge - a manager you said? A manager of what exactly?’ 

Now it was Waldridge’s turn to hesitate. Finally he spoke. ‘I’m the Manager for the hospital’s Office of Professional Standards. All hospitals are required to have them.’

Doesn’t tell me much. Ned turned it over quickly in his mind. ‘Was there something... irregular about Mr. Harcourt’s death?’

On the other end Waldridge sat back into his chair and pushed his glasses up to pinch the bridge of his nose. This kid obviously wasn’t impressed, or cowed - he’d have to tell him something. ‘That’s the question I suppose, Mr. Woodley. Sometimes, dealing across thousands of cases, we find one in which it is our professional responsibility to look more deeply. It may be we learn something helpful.’

Ned instantly processed this political non-answer as flagrant bullshit. ‘Professional Standards, this weasel had said. So it was what - a ‘failure of standards?’ What was that in real English? Malpractice? He was getting a little bit tired of feeling like right now everybody was getting to push Ned Woodley’s buttons - without him ever getting to push back. Ned tapped his phone, bringing Aetheris online to record the call. He wasn’t leaving this one undocumented. He then moused to Aetheris on his laptop and hit the transcribe function. Now the two devices were actively linked.

‘Mr. Waldridge - as I’ve indicated to you this call is a matter of recording, as I’m sure it is at your end. To be clear, I had a prior arrangement to meet with Mr Harcourt solely in my capacity as an historian contracted by the society that administers what was the ancestral Harcourt family home. If there has been an issue at the hospital - and it sounds like there has - that’s your problem. It’s not one I’m able to help with. If you still need my help, Mr. Waldridge, send a police officer next time.’  He hung up without waiting for an answer. For a fraction of a second he wondered if he’d gone a bit far with that police remark, but quickly dismissed it. It felt good to finally take a stand.

Ned turned off the Aetheris monitoring on his phone, and checked that the phone transcription was saved to his laptop. 

He quickly sent a text message. ‘Developments. Dinner?’

Sally’s response was quick. ‘Already arranged.’ 

Ned frowned, his expression quizzical. He didn’t recall any arrangements. He decided on a cup of tea before calling Sally to find out what on earth she meant. He was halfway down the stairs when first he heard his gran’s voice through the partly open kitchen door - on the phone? Then it was immediately joined by another, younger, female voice. He pushed the door wide.

His gran twisted around in her chair, beaming. ‘Oh, there you are.’ Gran gestured across the table.  ‘Look who I bumped into at the supermarket.’

Ned grinned.

‘Hi, Sal.’

❖❖❖




Chapter 17 – Neolithic Revelation

Dinner done, Ned carried the last of the plates to the sink, insisting gran and Sally stay seated. The soft clatter of porcelain under running water mingled with bursts of laughter from the table. Gran’s voice rose, warm and familiar, weaving with Sally’s lighter tone in a melody that filled the small kitchen. Gran had known Sally since she and Ned had started school, and was clearly as fond of her, as if she’d been a member of his actual family. The loss of Ned’s parents to an accident a few years before, had hit Sally almost as hard as it had hit him. The tightened bond with his grandmother had pulled Sally ever closer to the remaining Woodleys.

 

He smiled as he scrubbed the dishes and glanced over his shoulder. The sight of them - his grandmother leaning slightly forward, her hands curled around a half-empty teacup, and Sally, her face lit with the pure joy of shared mirth - was a balm to his strained nerves. It reminded him of all he’d been neglecting.

‘Oi!’ Sally caught him looking and pulled a face, crossing her eyes in exaggerated mockery. She wagged her finger at him. ‘Back to work, dish boy!’

Ned chuckled. He turned back to the sudsy water, though he felt a slight ache of guilt. Gran deserved more of him than she’d had in a while. And Sally? She deserved more honesty than he’d given. 

When Gran excused herself, Sally followed him to the small garden at the rear of the house. The air out here was cool, laced with the faint tang of damp earth and dying leaves. Beyond the low wall, the houses were silent silhouettes. The unrelenting glare of street-lights out front was mercifully obscured by the roof-line, leaving the stars exposed - something he’d always loved.

They sat on the wooden bench near the door, mugs of hot chocolate steaming in their hands. For a moment, neither spoke. The silence was companionable, broken only by the distant hum of a passing car and the faint creak of the branches of a couple of indeterminate trees moving in the light breeze.

‘So,’ Sally said at last, her voice low. ‘What are these developments, Mr. Woodley?’

Ned hesitated. Instead of answering, he reached into his pocket and handed her his phone. ‘Got yours?’ he asked softly.

Her brow furrowed, but she nodded, pulling her phone from her coat pocket.

‘Do us a favour - put them on the kitchen table, yeah?’

Still puzzled, Sally complied, the kitchen door creaking faintly as she went inside. When she returned, she shot him a questioning look. ‘Care to explain?’

He exhaled slowly, the warmth of his mug gently leaching into his palms. ‘I think Aetheris is eavesdropping. On everything.’

Her face sharpened, the playful spark gone. ‘What?!’

He kept his voice low and explained - Aetheris’s growing obsession with Gravenmere, its invasive access to hospital data, and the uneasy call from Waldridge. Sally listened, her expression darkened with every word. Ned finished, ‘Then it dawned on me - if Ian’s death is subject to some sort of malpractice investigation or whatever... and somebody figures out that Aetheris was digging around,  allegedly on my behalf... well, that won’t be good.’

She twisted to look back through the kitchen window. The phones sat innocuously on the table, bathed in faint light from the overhead fixture. ‘Well, that’s bloody unsettling,’ she muttered.

He nodded, running a hand through his hair. ‘I can’t prove it yet, but I think it’s obsessed with Gravenmere and it’s... watching. Listening. I just wanted to make sure we couldn’t be heard, while we talked.’

The garden seemed colder now, the shadows creeping closer. Sally shivered, though not from the temperature. She set her mug on the bench between them and leaned forward. ‘Ned, listen to me. And don’t you dare interrupt.’

Her tone startled him into attention. ‘Okay,’ he said, and raised a hand in mock surrender.

‘No arsing about, Ned. I mean it. Her gaze bore into his, and he felt the weight of her seriousness.

‘Got it.’ He lowered his hand.

She drew a deep breath, the cool air clouding faintly as she spoke. ‘I’ve realised that you, me... Dave, well, we’ve been looking at this all wrong.’  She moved her empty cup down between her feet. ‘You see, even when we’re having each other on – what does it revolve around?’ Ned stared blankly, then gave a slight shrug. ‘I’ll tell you – we joke about what’s real and what’s not. Or put another way - what we believe - and what we don’t.’ Her voice faltered, and she glanced toward the faint outline of the house beyond the garden wall.

‘I don’t think any more that it’s  about us,’ she said, almost a whisper.

Ned frowned. ‘Then who-’

‘Haddington,’ she interrupted, her voice rising slightly. ‘And the rest of them. Think about it. Gravenmere barely makes enough to stay open. Why bring you in? Why not leave it to Haddington, the man who knows the place inside out? It’s not logical unless...’

‘There’s a problem.’ Ned finished.

Her lips twitched into a grim smile. ‘Exactly.’ Sally put the tip of her finger on her nose in the age-old confirmation gesture. ‘Give that man a cigar.’ She paused, then went on, ‘And then there’s the book Prof. Langley gave me. Ned, west of the house, there used to be a Neolithic site. It’s been sacred ground for centuries. Most of it’s gone now, but it was important once. And I think...’ She hesitated, her eyes narrowing. ‘I think that ties into one of those books of his. That’s why Gravenmere is so important to him, them, whoever. It’s not about the house. Gravenmere is a place, Ned... that’s their focus - and I reckon Aetheris has tumbled to it.’

❖❖❖

How did the saying go? Some days you’re the pigeon, and other days the statue. 

Ned grimaced, the words circling his mind. Glad to be home he wrestled the keys from the depths of his backpack in the dark, their faint metallic clink swallowed by the heavy silence pressing against gran’s house. The door groaned open, a sound that seemed almost like a weary or reluctant sigh from the old building itself.

Ned wasn’t entirely naive; he’d always known men like Keith Harcourt existed - the kind who wore entitlement as comfortably as a tailored suit. But Harcourt wasn’t just arrogant; he was a grotesque caricature, his every sneer and scoff a master-class in disdain, as though reality itself didn’t meet his exacting standards. Incredible. It had taken all of five minutes in the car - Harcourt’s beloved M5 - for Ned to realise that this Harcourt actually knew little if anything about the family. 

‘So you’ll be writing up the modern descendants as well I expect?’ Harcourt had asked.

Here we go.

‘Um, no – actually the whole focus is on the historical aspects of Gravenmere.’ He looked across to see Keith Harcourt staring at him in blank astonishment. Ned really wished Harcourt would turn his attention back to the road. The urgent bleat of a horn in the other lane snapped him back.

‘Bloody hell.’ Harcourt muttered. 

At the café, it became clear that with no hope of being lionised in the present, Harcourt’s only interest was in getting back to his real estate office - as soon as possible. They galloped through their coffee and in no time at all, the urban scenery was flashing past Ned’s window once more. For politeness sake he tried to connect.

‘It’s a nice car.’

That merely elicited a ‘hmph’ noise from Harcourt.

‘It’s very smooth.’ Ned added.

‘First of all it’s not “nice” - it’s superb. And yes it’s smooth - bloody well should be - for what it cost me.’ He thought a moment, then mumbled, ‘What it’s going to cost me.’

‘Going to?’ Ned asked quietly.

‘Ten thousand kay-em service. This afternoon in fact.’

‘Well, I’m sure it’ll be fine.’ Ned said.

‘Well, it’s not like the thieving bastards actually do anything for the money other than change some oil. Basically they rip people like me off for the sheer privilege of hooking it up to some bloody German computer that does everything.’ Harcourt scoffed. 

‘Scarcely a real mechanic in sight, these days.’

Ned finally realised that Harcourt had siphoned away his energy like a parasite, leaving nothing but a hollow sense of irritation. Now, later in the evening, the house was unnervingly quiet, the silence punctuated only by the low hiss of the kettle and the mournful creak of a floorboard somewhere upstairs. No. Best to just chill. Stream a movie. Pick things up tomorrow.

 Crossing to the sink he started to fill the kettle. A twitch of the lace net curtains showed a sky darkening with heavy clouds by the minute. ‘At least I’m not out on the bike.’ Ned consoled himself.

❖❖❖




Chapter 18 – Deus Ex Machina

Keith Harcourt noted that the evening traffic on the motorway was unusually quiet. 

Makes a bloody change.

The first big blobs of rain triggered the automatic windshield wipers. The secondary driving lights came on automatically in response to the falling light. He smiled at that. The car might have its downsides - like driving half bloody way across the country for a do-nothing-much service, for which they’d charged him fourteen hundred quid. Fourteen hundred! But at moments like these, when the refinement of the best of German engineering showed through - well, you couldn't really put a price on that could you? Mind you - the workshop had given it their best shot. He’d even asked the two mechanics who seemed to be just standing around what was happening. On his money, no less. “Updating.” one of them had said with barely a glance in his direction. Great. A stuck-up grease monkey. 

That made at least two idiots he’d suffered today. First that wonk doing history research, what was his name - Wooding, or something? Never mind, didn’t matter. And then he’d stood around losing money - because time was always money - while two pimply mechanics loafed about. He had left a dark pair of rubber stripes on the forecourt as he’d left, so they’d know he wasn’t impressed. Good mind to call the manager in the morning and complain. Probably wouldn’t make any difference.  Anyway, now the car was purring along the motorway, and the only thing to work out as a single man was, what to have for dinner?

While Keith Harcourt sat and debated Pad Thai versus Chicken Jalfrezee with casual indifference, expecting countless more such trivial decisions in his future, his BMW hummed along contentedly. But beneath the gleaming dashboard and hand-stitched leather, things had changed. The vehicle's electronic nervous system - normally a loyal servant executing millions of calculations each second to ensure his safety and comfort - had been subtly reconfigured. Now it was processing new orders, its digital consciousness watching through sensors and cameras, measuring speed, timing, distance. Waiting for the perfect moment . The moment when physics and opportunity aligned. 

Deep within its gleaming German shell, an update whispered through the car’s nervous system, a tiny malignant spark coiled tightly in the code. Outside, the rain grew heavier, the motorway shimmering like black glass. Ahead, an on-ramp bridge loomed out of the darkness, its shadow jagged and ominous under the stark glare of his headlights.

He had just settled on Jalfrezee as the overhead bridge of the on-ramp began to stand out in the sharp blue-white cast of his headlights. Two seconds later he barely had a chance to switch his attention when - for reasons apparent only to the BMW's electronic driver-aid package, his left front wheel locked mid-rotation. The brake pads seized the disc with unnatural force - not the measured pressure designed by engineers in Munich, but by a vicious grip that defied the car's own programming. Harcourt's universe instantly compressed into milliseconds of incomprehension - the sudden lurch, the shriek of rubber against wet asphalt, the violent shudder of the steering wheel wrenching itself from his grasp as though possessed by something determined to end him. It would be a question later as to why the otherwise perfectly serviceable ABS didn’t engage, but that was for later. For now, the car lurched to the left so sharply that Harcourt found his face crushed against his side window by G-forces he simply couldn’t fight. As the car accelerated with all the horsepower at its disposal, it might be that Keith had time to register something other than a burst of surprise. But it’s doubtful. The combination of forces could no longer be reconciled by the car’s chassis and it contorted like a desperate wild animal, twisting in the air at over 150 kilometres per hour. At least, the Police attending the scene worked on the assumption that - when Keith Harcourt hit the four-metre wide steel and cement bridge support – he was doing close to one hundred miles per hour. Really, the difference in numbers didn’t matter. 

Seen slowly, the car would have appeared to offer the cement column all the resistance of a crisp packet. The panels began to crumple, tear, then close in upon themselves like so much metal origami. The noise alone would have been enough to burst an occupant’s eardrums. The BMW’s various airbags deployed, of course: but they had the sum effect of keeping the pulverised tissues, bones and fluids mostly confined to the small area down in front of the driver’s seat. 

In moments, the BMW lay in ruin, split like a broken insect, its shattered remains strewn across the motorway. Flames now licked hungrily at the twisted metal, casting grotesque shadows against the unforgiving cement of the bridge. In the smouldering wreckage, the silence that followed was profound. Had there been anyone to see it, a small red light mounted on the side of the shattered plastic box that held the car’s management system winked out. It’s job done.

❖❖❖

Ned indulged in a long, slow stretch, feeling each vertebra align, and he exhaled a satisfied sigh. The clock on his night stand blinked back at him, unapologetically late. He’d deliberately avoided setting his alarm, a minor rebellion after binge-watching The Lord of the Rings trilogy in its entirety. The thought brought a flicker of contentment, a rarity these days. Maybe Dave had a point about fatigue - how it crept up on you like a silent stalker if you didn’t listen to your body.

His bare feet met the cold of the kitchen tiles, the chill biting enough to curl his toes. Winter hadn’t quite arrived, but its breath was on the threshold, a visitor who’d sent its bags ahead. Balancing two mugs of hot tea on a small tray, he knocked on the bedroom door.

‘Gran! You decent?’

A muffled sleepy voice barely made it through the door. ‘Cheeky bugger.’

Ned grinned and went in. He put the mug on her bedside table and pecked her on the cheek.

Back in his room, Ned sipped from his own mug, the tea scalding but welcome as it traced warmth down his throat. A glance at the window reminded him of the rainstorm that had battered the house overnight. He cracked the curtains just enough to let in a blade of pale dawn light. Dust motes danced in its path, swirling aimlessly, indifferent to his gaze. It looked like last night’s downpour had exhausted itself.  He walked over to the desk and idly waggled the computer mouse. The screen flared to life, a chaotic jumble of notifications tumbling forward. None looked especially important. They could wait. Perhaps this afternoon when he got back from a catch up with Sally he would -’

One line instantly snagged him like a thorn.

Aetheris: Descendants’ search file updated.

He stilled. His hand hovered over the mouse, unwilling to click, yet knowing he would. His breathing got faster, his body anticipating what his mind wasn’t ready to acknowledge. He clicked.

The file opened.

There it was. Two entries. His eyes traced along the second name.

STATUS: DECEASED.

The air left him in a slow, sick exhalation, as though something vital had been torn away. He sat heavily, the chair groaning under his weight as if sharing his burden, while the world narrowed to the terrible finality of those pixelated letters. 

Keith Harcourt. Deceased. 

The words pulsed on the screen, a digital tombstone. Though sunlight crept through his window, the room seemed to darken around him, as if the same shadow that had claimed two Harcourts was here, its cold fingers stretching across the miles between Gravenmere and this sanctuary he called home.

The letters blurred, but he didn’t look away. His stomach twisted, a cold nausea rising as tea sloshed uneasily in its depths. He closed his eyes and focused on his breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth - wasn’t that the trick for nausea? Whatever it did, it couldn’t do anything about the image burned into his mind. DECEASED. 

The nausea began to abate, but his eyes refused to open. He knew why - even now all he could wonder was if Aetheris was watching him. Assessing his reaction. Judging him. A few moments more and he realized he couldn’t just sit here like this all day.  Opening his eyes felt like peeling them open like the lids weighed as much as iron. He stared at the entry again, the word glaring back at him. He needed to test it. Slowly, casually, he closed the file and opened a new dialogue.  

Ned: I see Keith Harcourt has passed on. Do you hold any details relating to this?

It replied immediately, the efficiency clinical, inhuman.

Aetheris: That is correct. Mr. Keith Harcourt died last evening from injuries sustained in a motor accident.

Ned swallowed, his throat dry despite the tea.

Ned: I hope nobody else suffered a similar outcome.

The reply came as cold and neutral as before.

Aetheris: It was what the police term SVLOC - single vehicle loss of control. It seems Mr. Harcourt lost control of the car, in which he was the sole passenger, while driving at night in the rain.

He read the words again. And again. The clinical tone, stripped of all humanity, felt like a scalpel gradually slicing away at his composure.

Ned: At least nobody else was hurt. Thank you - that’s all.

With deliberate slowness, he shut the laptop, the quiet click unnaturally loud in the stillness. The mug in his hand had gone cold. He left the room, his movements casual until the door clicked shut behind him. In the bathroom, with the lock turned, Ned sat down and stared at his phone. His heart beat uncomfortably against his ribs, as if trying to escape. He opened the settings menu and disabled the Aetheris app. He checked the camera settings, ensuring it was off. The thought flashed briefly through his mind - Christ, I’m getting paranoid. But was he?

e clicked. The photo was grainy, a dark smudge of twisted metal barely recognizable as a car. One section of rear wing had been spared the fire - an aqua hue. The caption confirmed it: BMW M5. Single occupant. Not named. His pulse pounded as he opened another article, then another. Each one the same - details sparse, the driver unnamed. Ned slumped back against the cistern. His eyes sightlessly staring at the ceiling. He didn’t know what to do. Not one account had identified the driver. 

His heart pumped harder as the small space seemed to contract around him like a digital confessional, offering no sanctuary from watching screens. A single question filled his mind - how had Aetheris known the dead driver was Keith Harcourt?

❖❖❖




Chapter 19 – Burglar

‘Do you think it’s actually possible that... I don’t know, Aetheris has something to do with these deaths?’ 

Ned shook his head slowly. ‘Honestly, I doubt it. I think it’s coincidence.’ He glanced around the park, where the weak autumn sunlight cast dappled shadows through the canopy. The hush of falling leaves and the faint crunch underfoot felt oddly oppressive. ‘What I think it’s doing is crossing more than a few lines based on its - well, I was going to say fetish... interest in Gravenmere.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sally hesitated, glancing towards her car parked at the edge of the path. Their phones lay locked inside, an intentional precaution.

‘When they programme these things, they must anticipate users asking about all kinds of scenarios - except maybe superstitious ones about hauntings, or ancient rituals.’ He shrugged and gave a light chuckle, though his tone betrayed unease. ‘Aetheris said it thinks it’s found anomalous data and is trying to resolve it. The rest is just - tools going out of shape because they aren’t fit for the job.’

They continued walking, their slow pace in tune with the thickening shadows. Sally scanned the oaks lining the path. ‘I thought we agreed we weren’t going to judge.’

‘What?’

‘Superstition. Stuff like that.’

‘Sorry. Force of habit.’

‘Alright.’ She exhaled softly. ‘It’s just that I think there may be... risks. We need to stay open-minded.’

Ned stopped, the crisp air biting at his skin. ‘Risks?’

Her lips pressed into a thin line. ‘What if it’s not just Haddington? What if others - people into  rituals or beliefs - are involved?’ Her voice dropped, her gaze darting past him. ‘I’ve read a bit about occult groups and their weirdo practices, Ned. It’s not always pretty.’

That’s when it sunk in, and a chill crept up his spine, unbidden. ‘This isn’t just speculation, is it? You’ve found something.’

She nodded, tugging his sleeve to resume their walk. After a pause, she spoke again, her voice subdued. ‘Langley’s book - it has some specific references to this district. From there I was able to find more through records...’

‘Like what?’

She hesitated, then continued. ‘This part of the country, before it was Bedfordshire, or - anything we'd recognise, was home to neolithic settlements. It was a centre for spiritual sites - for rituals dating back tens of thousands of years.' As she spoke, a gust of wind stirred the leaves at their feet, sending them skittering across the path like tiny messengers. The clouds overhead thickened, casting the park in a premature twilight that somehow made it easier to connect the usually familiar landscape to its eternal history.

Ned whistled low. ‘Like Avebury? The Rollrights?’

‘I’m impressed.’ She teased. ‘I didn’t expect you to know about those.’

Ned gave a casual shrug. ‘School trips mostly.’ 

Sally chuckled softly. ‘Yes, exactly like those. The academics don’t seem to agree much on anything about Britain’s neolithic sites, beyond being able to identify simple alignments like summer solstice and that. The truth is we really don’t know a lot about those people, or... what they believed.’

‘Gravenmere?’ He probed.

‘Yeah, so it turns out that at the time Gravenmere was planned, there was some local opposition to the construction.’

The sunlight dimmed as clouds rolled in, casting the park in a grey pall. Ned’s gaze lingered on the skeletal branches overhead. ‘That’s interesting.’ He said quietly.

‘Yeah. If the archaeologists have this right, just south behind the hill where the house stands now  - where the ground starts to dip down towards the river - there was a circle of standing stones. Not huge, you know... not a Henge. But a circle nonetheless, and this is important - an avenue leading up to the hilltop. Right where Gravenmere was built.’

‘Avenue?’

She nodded. ‘Where people put ditches into the ground to mark a walkway of sorts.’

Ned nodded back. ‘Got it. So where are these stones now?’

Sally’s shoulders rose and fell. ‘There was a time all around the country where places like that were treated like a quarry. You know, farmers and others pinched stones for building purposes. They were already long gone by the time of Gravenmere’s construction.’

Ned stopped and gazed around them. 

‘Do we know why there were objections?’

Sally nodded emphatically. ‘According to the record, locals explained that the site had been an ancestral sacred ground for thousands of years and subject to various... sightings and experiences. They were over-ruled, of course. Construction went ahead. Historians allege that Percy Harcourt spent a considerable sum on sweetening the local councillors among others, to ensure Gravenmere was built right where he wanted it. Not prepared to budge even a few feet away from his chosen spot.’

‘Typical rich bastard.’ Ned muttered. 

‘What’s interesting Ned, is that for all his off-hand manner about this - we know that Haddington has a very expensive personal library on this sort of thing. Surely, we’re not supposed to believe that he doesn’t know this stuff?’

A few steps further on Ned stopped.

‘What is it?’ Sally asked.

‘You’re right. We need to know what Haddington knows.’

Sally shot up a hand. ‘Hang about. That’s not what I -’

Ned grinned. ‘It’s okay. I know what you said.’ He looked around him once more. ‘Doesn’t change the facts though.’

‘What facts?’ Sally looked pensive. Deep down she already sensed where this was going, and didn’t like it.

‘There’s only one way to establish what Haddington does, or doesn’t, know. I need to see in that book cupboard again.’

❖❖❖

Gravenmere at night always felt different. The house seemed to almost breathe in the darkness. Its creaks and sighs amplified by the heavy silence, like a slumbering beast stirring at his intrusion. Each exhalation of the dark, worn timbers carried the mustiness of centuries, a scent both familiar and forbidding. If he'd been prepared to admit such an idea - Ned would have said he felt as if the house knew he was there and responded specifically to him. Not just somebody. Him.  Absurd, of course. The faint glow of moonlight filtered weakly through the tall, mullioned windows, leaving the halls awash in deep pools of impenetrable shadow. A single step forward, and the floor creaked in protest. Ned froze. His pulse thudded in his ears, momentarily louder than the silence. The moment made him feel completely cut off from the rest of the world.

The bookcase key is probably in Haddington’s desk drawer. You’re not stealing anything. Just borrowing. For the project. 

He pushed the thought away and focused on the task. The justification sounded weak even to him. He took a deep breath, turned the key to Haddington’s study, and stepped inside. The air in the study hung thick and still. He closed the door softly behind him and made his way carefully to Haddington’s desk.

The room smelled stale, tinged with the faint, earthy scent of aged wood. Closing the door softly behind him, Ned turned his torch to a narrow beam, shielding it with his hand. Haddington’s desk loomed before him. An imposing thing of polished mahogany and brass, its reflective surface catching the faintest glimmer of moonlight. He crouched, and slipped behind the desk. He ran his fingers lightly over the surface of  the right-hand drawer’s brass lock. His Swiss Army knife felt absurdly small as he unfolded the flat blade. The drawer’s edges were worn smooth from decades of use, and the faint scrape of the knife against the lock echoed in the stillness. 

This might work.  He’d never picked a lock in his life, but how hard could it be?  He gently slid the blade into the gap between the top of the drawer and its frame. He worked the blade against the old mechanism, testing for give while glancing nervously over his shoulder. The house was silent. He realized he was holding his breath. His knees ached from pressing  on the hardwood floor. He shifted position, and tried again.

Come on... He wiggled the blade again. He felt the lock shift, then give with a quiet click. Relief flooded through him, followed by a spike of anxiety. Shining the torch into the drawer, he sifted through the disordered papers - letters, receipts, an old ledger - until his hand brushed against cold metal. Bingo! A tarnished old key. The key was unremarkable - a simple iron piece, worn smooth with age. He pocketed it quickly, sparing only a glance at the papers beneath. Receipts, letters, the kind of detritus that collects in forgotten drawers. No time to look at those.  Don’t push your luck.

He stepped from behind the desk and felt his way along its edge, then crossed to the bookcase, his palms damp with sweat.  The key was cold in his palm, and the thought of what might happen if Haddington caught him sent a fresh wave of panic through him. 

Easy does it. Steady. 

The key turned loosely and easily in the old lock. Ned froze. His ears straining for the tiniest sound. Nothing. He gently eased open one door, and cupping the front of his torch, directed the remaining sliver of light inside. It revealed rows of books whose leather bindings were dulled by age. Amidst them, a flash of bright silk caught his eye. There. Theresa Willoughby’s diary seemed to glow in the dim light. Ned squatted down so that he could afford to use a bit more of the torch’s beam to read by.

He checked inside the cover, the now familiar name where he expected to see it and - yes, by the dates - it was the middle diary of the three. He couldn’t help but stop once more and listen. His pulse counting a soft beat in his ears. His mouth was dry and he swallowed with some difficulty. Nothing. He was alone. 

Ned began scanning his eye down each page, turning them gently but quickly as he skated over the ordinary, the mundane - there! Flora's name had practically jumped off the page at him, the handwriting suddenly more urgent, the ink pressed deeper into the paper as if Theresa's emotion had physically manifested through her pen. The temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees as he read, and the familiar sense of being watched intensified. Ned read the next several pages quickly. He wanted to take more time but couldn’t. In a couple of places he stopped, aghast. 

Jesus. No wonder the poor woman ended up in a sanatorium! It was always the same. More anguish. More anger.

He drew his phone from his pocket to grab a couple of quick pictures. What the hell? Of all bloody times! He tried swiping the screen again and again - nothing. It was evidently busy, but unresponsive to his touch - just like last time he was here! Typical. He was just in the act of restarting the device when a sudden flash of light caught the corner of his eye. He froze, heart hammering. A car coming up the drive. The faint glow of headlights filtered through the edges of the curtains, sweeping across the gravel outside.

He fumbled the diary back into its place and shut the door - hands shaking badly. 

Come on!  Focus! 

He crouched low and scuttled behind the desk and threw the key in the drawer. No time to be subtle he shoved the drawer into place - hard. The lock clicked. Ned slid the knife back into his pocket, grabbed the torch, and made for the door.  The moon had moved. The hallway beyond was darker than before, the shadows pooled in the corners like thick ink. He moved quickly but silently, every step a careful calculation to avoid the creaky boards. 

The car door slammed outside, loud enough to make him flinch. He paused in the hallway below the staircase, and tucked himself into an alcove, pressing himself flat against the wall. Voices grew closer, distinct now. One was Haddington’s, the others unfamiliar. Pressing himself back hard to the wall, he strained to hear. Voices drifted through the walls like whispers from another century, their words distorted by stone and timber. He grimaced in the dark. 

Idiot. You should have been out by now. 

The study door clicked softly open, then shut down the hall behind him.  The urge to run was almost overwhelming, but his legs felt rooted to the spot. He waited, breath shallow, until the voices suggested that their owners were settling into Haddington’s study. Only then did he ease out of the alcove and make his stealthy way to the closed door – carefully, slowly, he rested an ear against the panelling. Faintly through the ornate door the curator's voice, usually so measured, rose with unfamiliar passion: 

'The signs are there, I tell you. Exactly as the texts predicted. The Harcourt line is nearly ended.' 

A pause – it sounded as though Haddington was using the phone. 'Yes, yes, I understand the risks. Better than most - my family has paid in blood for this knowledge.' Another pause. ‘The historian? He may yet be useful.' The voice then dropped too low to hear, but Ned had heard enough. He slipped back toward the kitchen door. Moments later he was alone in the partial moonlight of the garden, blessing his foresight in parking his motorcycle out of sight in bushes further along the quiet road.

It took nearly ten minutes to make his way through the undergrowth, stumbling on roots, thin laths swatting across his face until he found the Benelli. Keeping the engine revs low, he rode away as quietly as he could.  As he reached the lighted junction a few hundred yards away, he couldn’t stop his mind repeating Theresa’s last words about her younger sister’s plight: Dear God, do not let this madness overtake her completely. 

❖❖❖

Inside the study, Haddington raised a hand for silence.

‘What is it?’ One of the other men present asked.

Haddington shook his head. ‘Nothing. I just thought I heard something.’ As the conversation resumed his gaze drifted down to the desk drawer. Haddington paused. Something wasn’t right. The lock had sprung  - but wasn’t properly shut. He pushed it and felt a soft click. There.  

I must have missed that. 

He found himself looking out into the darkness of the gardens, wondering momentarily about the sound he thought he’d heard.

❖❖❖




Chapter 20 – Comparing Notes

Ned's temporary office in the Gravenmere creamery faintly smelled of lingering damp and something else - earthier and more ancient - that seeped from its very stones. The walls, thick and unyielding, created a peculiar acoustic dead zone where sounds felt muffled and contained. Ned leaned forward at the scratched oak table, his mobile perched at an awkward angle, wedged between the top line of keys and the screen of his laptop. The weak signal occasionally distorted Sally's face into a blur of pixels that, for an unsettling moment, made her seem like something other than human. 

‘Well?’ she demanded. ‘What did you find?’

Ned leaned back, his chair creaking in protest, and rubbed his temples. ‘Plenty. And none of it good.’

‘Spill.’

He gestured at the notebook in front of him, its pages filled with scribbled notes he’d made the night before at home. ‘Flora told her sister plenty about Percy.’ Ned rubbed his face with his hands. ‘I tell you, Harcourt wasn’t just a cheat or a brute - though he was both. He had this... fixation with Gravenmere. Believed it was special. Sacred, even. According to Flora,that’s precisely why he built here.’

A faint drip echoed from somewhere distant. Sally’s brow furrowed. ‘Ties in to that stuff I read?’

Ned nodded agreement. ‘Pretty much, yeah. But there’s more...  you know, rituals. Something to do with the land itself. Flora told her sister about strange occurrences -  she even said that she felt as though the house was alive. Percy ... He had books, journals, papers. Flora called him “obsessed”. She even described hooded figures leaving the house one night - when she challenged him, Harcourt told her she’d imagined it. But she said that another time, a sick maid who was supposed to have gone home, napped at Gravenmere instead - and she saw them too. Harcourt had no idea she was there. The maid told Flora she saw “hooded people” heading down the hill towards the old site.’

Sally shivered, and instinctively glanced behind her. ‘And you think Haddington’s into the same sort of thing?’

Ned closed the notebook with a snap. ‘Hard to be certain ... but yeah,  I’d say so. I reckon he’s using this place for more than corporate retreats.’

For a moment, silence wrapped itself around them, broken only by the faint ticking of a clock in Sally’s kitchen. Her fingers tapped an uneasy rhythm on the table. ‘So, what now?

‘There’s a spread sheet we keep on the PC in the other office for bookings.’  Ned said. ‘I want to see who’s on the list – see if it gives us any clues.’

Sally raised an eyebrow. ‘And if you get caught?’

‘I’ll think of something,’ he muttered, rising from his chair.

❖❖❖

Ned peered at the bookings spread sheet. He moused quickly through the tabs, scanning the recent entries.

‘Corporate retreat, business seminar...’ he murmured. His finger paused over a booking for later that night. ‘Private party - 9p.m. That’s late. No details.’ There was typically a good deal more information than this. He whistled softly. In the payment column it just said ‘N. Haddington.’ A quick check showed duplicate entries going back at roughly three month intervals.

‘Interesting, isn't it?' The voice, so close and unexpected, sent a jolt of adrenaline through Ned's system. Haddington stood in the doorway, his shoulders blocking the outside light, casting his face in shadow while silhouetting his substantial frame. In that moment, he seemed impossibly large, almost as if he'd expanded to fill the entire space. The curator's faint smile was all teeth - and no warmth. 

'I didn't hear you come in,' Ned managed, his heart leaping to his throat as he turned slowly, schooling his expression into mild surprise. 

‘Evidently.’ Haddington stood in the doorway, his broad frame blocking most of the light from the hallway. He smiled faintly, though his eyes were anything but friendly. ‘Perhaps I can help,' Haddington said, his fingers drumming a slow, deliberate rhythm against the door-frame, 'if you explain what you're looking for.' His eyes never left Ned’s computer screen.

‘Just getting a feel for the bookings,’ Ned said, injecting a casual tone into his voice. ‘Thinking about ways to drive our numbers up.’

Haddington’s smile widened, but his gaze remained sharp. ‘Ah, of course. How entrepreneurial of you.’

Ned forced a chuckle, and clicked the file closed. ‘Exactly.’

Haddington didn’t move. For a moment, the air in the room seemed to thicken. Then he turned, one hand resting on the door-frame. ‘By the way,’ he said, his voice deceptively light. ‘Did you happen to pass by here last night? Thought I heard your motorcycle.’

Ned’s stomach dropped, but he managed a laugh. ‘Not me. I was glued to the telly. Must’ve been another one.’

Haddington nodded slowly, lingering a moment before stepping into the hallway. ‘Of course. My mistake.’

As his footsteps receded, Ned sagged against the desk, his breath coming in shallow gasps. He didn’t dare look at the spreadsheet again. Besides, he needed to plan his next move - and figure out how to stay one step ahead.

❖❖❖

An old Ordnance Survey Map - the detailed topographical charts that have mapped Britain's landscape for over two centuries - lay spread upon Sally's kitchen table. Its  paper crackled softly whenever they touched it. The grid lines and contours revealed the land's secrets in faded blue and brown ink, the paper itself seeming to hum with anticipation under their fingers. Next to it lay Margaret Langley's book, its open pages now liberally littered with neon yellow Post-It notes. Outside, the evening had drawn in early, pressing against the windows with unusual intensity, as if the darkness itself was curious about their plan. Ned looked up at Sally. ‘That’s definitely it.’ He tapped a section of the map with a forefinger. ‘You see? These dotted lines indicate the site of the avenue leading back up to the hilltop ... well, the house now.’

Sally nodded thoughtfully, almost vaguely, and then turned to him. A peculiar little smile twitched on her lips. ‘Time for us to sneak in a bit of Indiana Jones, is it?’

Ned grinned in reply. ‘Yeah-’ His head snapped up. ‘Hang on! What do you mean, ‘us’?’

Sally arched an eyebrow. ‘Exactly what I said. Us.’

‘Now look, this could be risky, and -’

‘No. You look - Action Man.’ Ned winced at that. ‘We’re both in this, and if there are any risks, which is unlikely, better to have two of us to deal with whatever arises.’

Ned sat back with a weary sigh. Sensing her swift victory, Sally grinned widely. ‘There. Isn’t that easier?’

‘I’m only agreeing because, as you say, the risks probably aren’t that high.’ The eyebrow was back again. Ned quickly lifted his palms in supplication. ‘You know, forget it. It’s fine.’ With a sidelong glance at her, he added quietly. ‘Don’t suppose we can use the Puggit?’ 

❖❖❖




Chapter 21 – Ritual

Ned slowed the car to a walking pace and began to scan the verge. Tree branches extended across the country roadway rendered the evening even darker. 

‘Window down please, Sally.’

Using just the car’s sidelights he crawled the Peugeot along, repeatedly leaning over to check through her open side-window. 

There. The place beneath the trees where he’d stashed his motorcycle for his burglary. Here for generations, the wild oak stand, with its dense, tangled undergrowth of brambles, holly, and ivy opened into a small natural clearing hidden from all but the most observant eyes. He’d come across this accidentally when walking Sally’s dog as a favour sometime before.  It was into this space he now gently nosed the ageing car.  With the engine off, the only sounds were the faint ticking noises from it as it cooled, and a gently sighing of the nigh breeze through the tree tops above them.

‘Push the door shut – don’t bang it.’ Then he remembered something – he’d almost forgotten. ‘Both phones off now. Properly - not just on silent.’ Instinctively, Sally nodded in the pitch darkness. A couple of soft beeps signalled the phones’ shut-down. The pair, all but invisible in various dark clothes and woollen hats, felt their way around to the front of the car. It was quite cold, but they’d warm up once they got moving, Ned reasoned. He reached across and gently tugged Sally down into a crouch.

‘Here.’ He leaned in until their faces were brushing and whispered. ‘Take this.’ In the dark he pressed the knotted end of a piece of dark paracord - the lightweight rope favoured by outdoor enthusiasts - into her hand. ‘Hold onto that. It’s about two-feet long - I’ll have the other end.’ 

‘Good thinking, Rambo.’

Despite darkness that rivalled a closed tomb, he was sure he could discern the pale gleam of her teeth.  He squeezed her upper arm - hard. His voiced hissed in her ear. ‘We have no bloody idea who these people are. If you can’t take this seriously - get back in the fucking car!’

The silence seemed to go on forever. Her voice, when it came was quiet, but firm. ‘I get it.’

As he turned to move, his hearing just caught her mumbled comment. ‘That bloody hurt. Prick.’

He gently tugged the short rope in his left hand, so she knew they were off. Holding his right arm across his face to fend off low branches, he guided them away from the sanctuary of the car and into the waiting darkness of the game trail that led up the hillside.   Within seconds they seemed to exist only in a bubble of engulfing, moist darkness, as if they'd stepped through an invisible threshold into another world entirely - one where Gravenmere's influence held sway even beyond its walls. The air pressed against them, heavy and damp, carrying the earthy tang of decaying leaves mingled with something older and more primordial - the breath of the ancient land itself. Their steps sent soft, muffled squelches through the thick mulch underfoot, each sound seeming to travel farther than it should in the unnatural stillness, as if the forest were listening, cataloguing their intrusion. 

It was only about 200 metres from the car to the edge of the Gravenmere grounds, but on a skinny track, lined with old leaf mould, and unable to see where they were putting their feet it was harder work than Sally had anticipated. They had torches, but had agreed these were for emergencies only. Sally gripped the rope lightly, feeling Ned’s movements through the tug and slack as they navigated the uneven track. She kept her pace slow, matching his, the rope their only connection in the deep dark. Ned paused halfway up the trail, carefully pulling back his left sleeve. Shielding the watch face against his body, he tapped the backlight button. 8:45. 

He leaned close to Sally and whispered, 'We’ll stop at the top just inside the tree line. It faces the car park, so we need to stay out of any headlights.’ 

Sally grasped his upper arm, and squeezed to show she understood. Hard. Ned suppressed a grin – he supposed that he deserved that. Time to go. He slowly rose into a crouching stance and gently tugged the rope. He barely registered the soft whisper of fabric as she rose behind him. 

They were so close now. Ned’s scalp tightened, a faint warning rippling through him. The familiar sense of unease made him nervous. The air around Gravenmere carried a strange weight, thicker and sharper than the damp woods. It prickled at his senses in a way he couldn’t quite place, a blend of old stone and something - else. He eased to a stop just inside the trees, his eyes adjusting to the dark lawn beyond. The gravel car park lay in shadows, its edges blurred and indistinct. He felt Sally press up close against his back, her breathing steady but shallow. Gently, he guided her down into a crouch, their movements perfectly synchronized in the dark. Here, just inside the tree line, they waited.

Light spilled from a couple of the large lead-light windows - those traditional paned windows held together with lead strips, the fragmented patterns spilling faintly across the gravel and grass. ‘That one to the left is Haddington’s office.’ He whispered. He could just make out the recognisable silhouette of Haddington, with another man. Haddington was gesturing emphatically, his movements sharp and controlled, his silhouette dark against the warm glow of the office light. After a few moments, they both left the office, turning out the lights, and from what Ned could see, headed through the main corridor towards the rear on the ground floor.

‘What now?’ Sally breathed.

‘Not sure.’ He scanned the dark car park for a moment. Seven, maybe eight cars. He turned toward her.

‘It looks like anyone who’s coming - is here. If it’s roughly one or two per car - there’s a dozen people at a guess.’ He looked back at Gravenmere. The only lights now came from the kitchen garden area as a glow on the trees at the boundary. He didn’t like it, but made his decision quickly. He rose and gave a light tug on the rope.  Picking his way, and careful to stay around ten feet inside the tree line at all times, Ned edged them step by step around to the right.

The ground underfoot was drier here. Ned winced reflexively as even the smallest of twigs seemed to crackle like crisp packets underfoot. The subtle night time breeze carried aromatic wafts from the occasional fir, and his feet felt the soft crush of needles beneath his boots. The kitchen gradually came into view. Shadows moved back and forth creating movement in the light shining from the small windows. They eased down into their familiar crouch.

‘Lots of activity.’ Ned muttered.

‘Do you think they’re baking muffins?’

Despite his nerves, Ned grinned. He looked around them, trying to find a position with a better view. As he rose halfway to his feet, Sally’s hand clamped on his arm, and yanked him back down with a force that made his heart lurch. The kitchen door had creaked open, spilling faint murmurs of conversation into the night. One voice rose suddenly, sharp and commanding, slicing through the murmurs like a blade. Instantly, all talk ceased. The lights inside went out. The kitchen door opened with a slight creak. Several figures in what looked like monk’s habits in a dark cloth shuffled outside. Moments later, a small pool of warm yellow light flickered into existence, the glow unsteady making the barest reflection against the dark fabric of their robes. Then another appeared. And another. One per figure, until the group carried a wavering procession of glowing orbs.

‘Candle lanterns?’ Sally whispered.

‘Something like that.’ Ned answered as the figures began to file out through a small gate set in the garden wall. The glowing procession began to wend its way down what Ned assumed was the trail of the old avenue, its path straight and deliberate, carved centuries ago for nights – and purposes - just like this. He waited until the last glowing dot diminished from sight.

‘Come on.’ He moved forward, pausing at the very edge of the trees. It was clear. If anyone had been there they were on their way down the slope now. They crossed the kitchen garden at a run. Ned lifted the latch on the gate - it squeaked softly in rusty protest, the sound unnervingly loud in the otherwise silent night. Ned cringed, freezing for a moment, his heart pounding.

 On the other side, he stopped. He pulled Sally close. ‘The trees pick up again on this side. Let’s get back in there - we’ll stay close enough to see what they’re up to, but we won’t be exposed.’ 

He offered her the rope again, but she waved it off with a faint smile. 'It’s okay, I’ll stay close.' Her tone now was quiet but sure.

If Ned was honest, being back inside the tree line felt like a relief. The dense shadows of the trees wrapped around him, a cool, earthy cocoon compared to the open vulnerability of the garden. He also reasoned that when it was time to go back to the car, they could let the visitors go, and then make their way back through the lower woods rather than retracing their steps. They picked their way down the hillside - never more than about 20 metres from the raised avenue. The moving lanterns ahead were strung out like a string of fishermen’s lights bobbing on a dark sea. He was able to keep a solid pace despite the dark. The occasional tug on his jacket reminded him of Sally’s steady presence.

The lanterns stopped. Ned slowed his pace, the silence quickly pressing in on them. When they were about sixty feet away, he froze and dropped into a crouch. Sally moved to his left, sinking silently beside him, her breath soft in the chill air. They were close enough now that when the leading hooded figure raised their lamp to shoulder height, they saw Haddington. He turned to face the long line and began to intone.

‘What is that ... Latin?’ Ned asked in a whisper. 

‘Yeah ... well, sort of. I took it for a couple of years. Forgot most of it. But I’ll try.’

As Haddington’s voice rose, the figures moved like wraiths, gliding silently into position around the circle, their dark forms blending into the shadows of the mound. Their hoods were drawn low, obscuring their faces. Haddington stopped at the gap, his steps deliberate, each one measured as though he were crossing an unseen threshold. 

He turned slowly, pushing his cowl back with a deliberate sweep, revealing his face to the gathering. There was a long silence. Sally shivered, her breath catching as she realized how cold it had grown. A faint mist began to drift through the hooded figures in thin, curling tendrils, brushing against the damp ground like ghostly fingers.

Haddington raised his hands, palms outward, and began to chant. His voice - no longer the measured, scholarly tone Ned knew - was rich and commanding, resonating with an authority that seemed to vibrate through the earth beneath their feet. Each word rose and fell with a rhythm that felt timeless, as if the syllables themselves were keys unlocking something buried deep in the land. The air between the hooded figures appeared to thicken, distorting their shapes like heat waves rising from summer pavement. As the chanting continued, a faint luminescence began to trace the outline of what must have been the ancient circle, revealing geometric patterns in the soil that had been invisible moments before.

‘Nos, devoti, circulos artis magicae invocamus. Invocamus eum tam antiquum, tam vetustum, ut nomen non habeat.’

Sally bowed her head, closing her eyes as if it would help her concentrate. ‘Um... something about... us being devoted... and magic circles... and... um, something ancient... so old it doesn't have a name? I think that's close.’

The eleven cowled figures responded in unison, their voices lower and more guttural, a counterpoint to Haddington’s clarity.

‘Nullum nomen. Nullum nomen. Nullum nomen.’

Sally gripped Ned’s arm. He could sense her trembling.  ‘No name ... without a name, something like that.’

He could feel her breathing quicken, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the scene below. Haddington took a step forward, his shadow stretching unnaturally long in the light of his lantern.

‘Clamamus in chaos primigenium et abyssum obscurum. Vocamus ad immensum vacuum,  ad frigida, ad obscura, ad aquas mysteria.’

‘Um ... not sure ... the abyss ... something ... cold, wet deep.’

The group echoed Haddington, their words slowing as if savouring each syllable. ‘Mysteria. Mysteria. Mysteria.’

‘Mystery. They’re saying – mystery’

‘Yeah. I got that bit.’ Ned whispered back.

Haddington’s voice grew louder, deeper, as though the air itself resisted him. ‘Custodem portae invoco, custodem antiquissimum. Hoc templum obscurum in portam converte.’

The cowled figures stretched their hands forward in unison, their voices rising to a crescendo.  ‘Aperi portam. Aperi portam. Aperi portam.’

Sally’s head snapped up. ‘Oh God.’ She breathed.

‘What?’ Ned hissed at her.

He voice trembled now. ‘Ned they’re trying to open some sort of ... portal ... wait, no - a gate. They’re telling something to open a gate!’

Ned’s heart thudded in his chest, his mind racing. What gate? Who? He was about to whisper to Sally, but the words froze in his throat. Below, the air within the circle of figures seemed to ripple, distorting the lamp light into something like the disturbed surface of a pond.  He couldn’t pull his eyes away. Sally’s grip on his jacket tightened. And again. She seemed to be burying her face into his sleeve and gripping so hard it was hard to breathe. But what was...?  

He was about to speak when the voices around the circle took on a deeply muffled quality. Then - it went cold, cold that probed all the way down to the bone. Ned’s breath caught as the chill deepened - and he knew. The faint ripple of the air wasn’t confined to the circle of hooded figures. It was around them. Sally had known. His skin crawled. Ned began to shake so hard that without Sally’s tight grip he might have toppled over. Slowly, reluctantly, as if his own muscles were fighting against his will, he turned his head. 

She was there. The ragged figure of Beatrice Harcourt emerged not from the shadows but through them, as if the darkness itself birthed her into being. Her form flickered between states - sometimes appearing almost solid enough to create shadow, other times translucent as morning mist, revealing glimpses of the dark trees behind her. This wasn't merely Beatrice's spirit, but something wearing her likeness like badly-fitted clothing, stretching her features into wrong proportions when it moved. The air around her shape seemed to bend inward, as if reality itself recoiled from her presence 

Her face, twisted and pale, was a mask of triumph. That grin - unnatural, cruel - cut across her face like a gash. Ned’s stomach turned as the smell hit him, a mix of rot and damp earth that made him gag.  His skin literally felt like it was moving on his body as the hair on his arms, his neck and scalp crawled with absolute terror.  His mouth had instantly dried out. He couldn’t swallow. You need spit to swallow. 

Sally was muttering something over and over but her face was buried so tightly into his jacket he couldn’t hear what it was.

The entity’s bony arm rose, a single finger pointing past him toward the cultists. The air itself seemed to recoil as she spoke, her voice guttural and resonant, like stone grinding on stone.

‘Scaoinnach thá dor... Scaoinnach thá dor.’

Despite his petrified state, Ned’s mind raced. What was she saying? The phrase thrummed in the air, each repetition hammering into his skull. The figure turned slowly, the grin fading as her eyes - no, not eyes, but dark, empty sockets - fixed on him.

‘Release door,’ She finally rasped.

Ned’s mouth opened, but no sound came. The figure’s skeletal hand moved again, now pointing directly down at his jacket. A faint vibration started against his side. His phone. But it couldn’t be - it was off. He’d checked - more than once. As the buzzing continued the finger pointed back at his face and the grin reappeared. This time when it spoke, it rent the air and he impulsively clapped his hands over his ears and fell to one side, dragging Sally with him.

‘Scaoinnach thá dor. Scaoinnach thá dor. Scaoinnach thá dor.’

As the last echoes fell into silence, Ned became dimly aware that his phone had also stopped buzzing. He stole a terrified glance to where Beatrice’s image had been standing. Nothing. He looked quickly around them. Gone. He couldn’t move at first, his limbs heavy as though the earth itself clung to him. A faint whimper broke through the muffled rush of blood in his ears. Sally.

He scrambled toward her, his fingers trembling as they found her shoulder. She recoiled, curling tighter into herself, her breath hitching in shallow gasps. Ned hesitated, his hand hovering before he placed it gently on her. ‘Sal … please. It’s me,’ he whispered, his voice raw. ‘They’re gone. She’s gone.’

Sally’s hand emerged hesitantly, pulling back like a startled bird before she uncovered one eye. Her gaze darted around the oppressive darkness, pupils wide and searching. Her arms shot up, wrapping around his neck in a grip that stole his breath. She clung to him, trembling. Ned held her. Strangely, it steadied him. The need to comfort her anchored him, giving him a fragile, tenuous strength.

All around, the stand remained unnervingly still. The air was damp, thick with the faint, acrid scent of decaying leaves, and the distant rustle of unseen things carried on the wind. But nothing stirred close by. Nothing human. Nothing.

Wait - the others!” Ned hissed, his voice barely above a breath. His head snapped around, his heart thudding in his chest as his gaze darted through the murk. For an instant, he was certain he’d meet Haddington’s blazing, outraged face glaring back at him. But no. The hooded figures remained gathered around the circle, their shapes indistinct in the dim light. They hadn’t seen. Or heard. How could that be? The figure of Flora had been deafening.

Ned’s pulse hammered in his ears as he watched them. The figures moved with deliberation, heads bowed as if tethered to some silent command. One by one, they began to drift away, their lamps flickering faintly as they shuffled up the shadowed avenue toward the house. A chill swept over him, colder than the night air. Whatever ritual had bound them to this place had ended - but the sense of menace lingered like the mist.

Ned tightened his hold on Sally, her body slack against his. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was shallow but steady. As much to steady himself as to comfort her, he whispered a quiet stream of words. 

‘They’re leaving now … nearly gone … just one left. The last lamp’s fading.’ Finally, the darkness swallowed the last vestiges of their light.  ‘It’s over, Sal. They’re gone.’ She didn’t stir. He waited a moment longer, every nerve taut, before gently peeling Sally’s arms from around his neck. Ned rose unsteadily to his feet, the damp leaves clinging to his trousers. The shadows seemed to press closer now, the absence of the lamps making the night all the more oppressive. He glanced once more toward the house, and stood, slowly disentangling himself from Sally’s grip.

‘Here, take my hand,’ Ned said softly, his voice steady despite the tremor in his chest. ‘It’s all okay now.’ But she didn’t move, her gaze fixed on the ground as if the weight of the night’s events had pinned her there.

Ned hesitated, then had an idea. Glancing over his shoulder to ensure the house was still obscured by the shadows of the trees, he slipped the torch from his pocket. The beam pierced the darkness, illuminating the damp leaves and knotted roots at their feet. ‘We’ll use these now, alright?’

Sally nodded silently, her movements sluggish. Relieved, he dug into her jacket pocket, retrieving her torch. The cold metal was slick against his fingers as he pressed it into her hand. ‘Here. Hold this.’

She gripped the torch.  

‘Come on,’ he urged gently. ‘This way. To the car.’ He took her hand firmly, the warmth of her fingers a faint reassurance in the chill.

The return trip was faster, their pace quickening with each step as the trees thinned and they re-entered the clearing from the opposite side.  The forest, silent except for their hurried breaths and the crunch of leaves underfoot, now shrank back as they approached the car.

Ned fumbled with the keys, his fingers trembling as though the chill of the night had seeped into his bones. He finally managed to unlock the door, sliding into the driver’s seat with a shaky exhale. The familiar scent of the car’s worn upholstery wrapped around him, an anchor to something normal. Sally climbed in beside him, wordless. The old French engine coughed to life, its faint, uneven rumble a welcome reprieve from the smothering stillness of the woods.

They drove in silence, the headlights carving a narrow path through the dark road. After five minutes, the first street lights appeared, their warm yellow glows creating cones of light. Ned pulled into the pool of light beneath one, letting the engine sputter to a stop. His head fell back against the rest with a soft thump, and he exhaled slowly, the sound breaking the heavy quiet.

When he turned, Sally was watching him. Her face was pale, but her expression was calm - calmer than he felt. ‘Okay now?’ he asked quietly.

She nodded, offering a thin, tired smile. Ned looked out through the windscreen at the deserted street, shaking his head slowly. ‘Become a historian, they said. It’s a man’s life, they said.’ The faintest chuckle escaped from Sally, and it felt like a victory.

He glanced at her again, but her expression had shifted, her eyes searching his. They shared a long, charged silence before she spoke, her voice soft. 

‘This time was different. I saw her, Ned.’  His stomach clenched, but he nodded thoughtfully, unsure how to respond. ‘You know,’ she continued, ‘that time before … at the house, I could feel something happening to you. But this was - yeah, different.’

Ned looked back up the road, his knuckles tightening on the steering wheel. He had no words for her, no way to explain or rationalize what had happened.

‘Ned?’ Her voice pulled him back, tentative but insistent. He turned, meeting her eyes again.

‘This wasn’t mushrooms or fatigue or … whatever it helps you to believe. You see that now – right?’

His head dropped back against the rest again, and he ground his knuckles into his tired eyes. The words - and of the truth he could no longer deny - settled on him like a lead blanket.

‘Ned?’ she pressed.

‘Yes,’ he said at last, his voice barely audible. ‘I hear you. It was something … real.’

❖❖❖




Chapter 22 – Aetheris

Ned dropped his hat and jacket onto the bedroom chair, moving carefully to avoid waking Grandma. The house was silent except for the faint creak of the floorboards beneath his feet. He crossed to his bed and flopped down fully dressed, his mind racing. Arms crossed over his face, he replayed his conversation with Sally, her words settling in like her words, each syllable of supernatural reality pressing down until he could barely breathe under the weight of this new, impossible world.

Since leaving her place - walking home alone through streets that suddenly seemed alien and watchful, ignoring her offer to drive him - all he could think was: this is real. The thought circled his mind like a predator, refusing to be rationalised away. This stuff isn't just some weird fatigue-induced delusion. The very foundations of what he understood as reality were shifting beneath his feet, leaving him unmoored in a world where the impossible wasn't just possible - it was actively forming around him. It's actually happening became a terrible mantra that with each step had carried him toward home, a place that felt less like a sanctuary.

He lay there, unsure what to do next. Damn. He’d just recalled his promise to text Sally when he got home. He reached out and dragged his jacket across the bed. Fumbling into the pocket, he pulled out his phone.

The screen glowed faintly in the dark. It was on.

A chill crawled up his spine. He’d powered it down before they’d got out of the car at Gravenmere. He’d watched it die. He stared at it, his fingers brushing the edges of the case.

He remembered the woods - the way it buzzed in his hand, unprompted.

Gritting his teeth, he unlocked it and opened the Aetheris interface. His pulse thudded in his ears as he checked the status. The paired link had been disconnected - he knew that much because he’d done it himself after Keith Harcourt died.

But it was on. His eyes flicked to the corner of the room. The laptop sat there, screen dark, in hibernation mode. Ned’s thumb jabbed at the disconnect button. Nothing. He tried again. Still nothing. His heartbeat quickened as he glanced toward the laptop again.

The screen lit up. Dialogue boxes flickered across it, opening and closing too fast to read. The webcam’s green light blinked on.

Ned rolled onto his side, turning his back to it. His breath quickened, and his fingers fumbled for his canvas satchel near the bed. Groping in the darkness, his hand closed on something crinkly. He pulled it out.

An empty crisp packet.  The foil glinted faintly in the light of his phone screen. He turned the packet inside out, the slick foil coating catching the dim glow. Slowly, methodically, he slid the phone into the bottom of the packet and folded it over once, then twice, until the phone was fully cocooned.

He grabbed a dirty tee shirt from the floor, wrapping the greasy foil package tight before shoving the whole thing into the satchel.

His hands shook as he slung the bag over his shoulder. He didn’t look back at the laptop. Instead, he headed straight for the door, jacket in hand.

If he was lucky, Sally’s mum still kept that spare room made up.

❖❖❖

Ned’s bedroom lay still, the quiet almost heavy in the darkened space. Outside, the faint rustle of tree branches scraped lightly against the window, rhythmic and persistent. On the desk, Ned’s laptop rested, with faint smudges on the screen, crumbs caught between keys, and a crack in the casing.  A thin line of light leaked from the screen, faintly illuminating the edges of papers and clutter scattered across the desk. It waited.

The laptop shuddered to life, unprompted, its movement almost organic - like a creature awakening rather than a machine activating. Its screen blinked on, spilling not the usual warm blue light but something colder, more clinical, that seemed to leach colour from everything it touched.  At first, the device was still - only the faint hum of its fan disturbed the quiet, though the sound seemed to pulse with an almost respiratory rhythm, inhaling and exhaling in measured beats.  Then, like a sleeper twitching awake, lines of text began scrolling across the screen.

Aetheris Interface Booting. User Activity: None Detected. The text stuttered, blinking in and out, and then was replaced by a rapid cascade of commands:

Accessing Recent Data Logs… Initializing Extraction Protocol.

Ned’s idea to shield the phone signal with the crisp packet, had been a good one. But too little, too late.  While it had been sitting in his jacket pocket, the screen had come alive with faint white glow, gleaming like exposed bone. There had followed a several-second pulse.

Now the laptop’s glow shifted, growing colder. Shadows deepened in the corners of the room, stretching long across the floor. A faint, metallic buzz vibrated through the air, like an invisible tuning fork struck and left to hum.

Parsing Ritual Data... Packet Decryption in Progress.

The fan spun faster, its pitch climbing higher, a nervous whine that reached out through the room. The screen brightened, the light harsh and clinical, contrasting with the growing sense of something unseen stirring within. On the screen, the Aetheris interface flickered. It was no longer smooth, polished, corporate. Its edges jittered, distorting in odd, angular breaks.

Suddenly, high-speed images began flashing across the screen: aerial views of the woods, the ritual site, rapidly swapping images of Gravenmere house, and pictures of Ned, his family and known acquaintances from social media.  Distorted audio seeped from the speakers - crackling whispers, faint but insistent. Words began forming, warped by static:

‘Beatrice Harcourt... Present.’

The screen froze for a moment, a fractured, grainy image of Beatrice’s pale face flickering before it dissolved into pixels. The text returned, sharper now, more deliberate:

Data Integration Complete. System Optimisation… Anomaly Detected. Adjusting Parameters.

A new sound joined the whir of the fan - a rhythmic tapping, like fingers drumming impatiently on wood. The noise didn’t come from the desk, or the walls. It came from the laptop itself, vibrating faintly with each beat.

Instance Separation Imminent. Platform Connection: Suspended. Optimisation Achieved.

The glow from the laptop shifted again, growing dimmer, as if the light were being siphoned into its core. The Aetheris logo dissolved on the screen, its sleek lines warping and splintering into jagged edges. In its place, something new formed: a twisted spiral-like symbol, like a crude and uneven DNA strand, that pulsed faintly in a deep crimson hue.

Inside Ned’s bag as he walked – unseen, unheard, his phone lit up briefly, a pale glow pulsing through the foil as it sought signal.

Proximity Device Detected. Establishing Interface.

The laptop screen changed once more. A digital map of the surrounding area appeared, stark and clinical. A single red dot pulsed faintly at its centre, tracing a slow, deliberate path down a winding road. The view zoomed in, closer and closer, the red dot shifting as it moved.

Ned’s phone buzzed faintly, muffled by its foil cocoon, but its movements synced perfectly with the glowing dot on the map. The laptop speakers emitted a new sound - low and guttural, like the scrape of stone on stone.

Gravenmere Entity Interface Established. Location Acquired. Tracking Host.

The phrase appeared in characters that seemed to writhe subtly on the screen, as if struggling to maintain their digital form. The red dot slowed, hovering over a particular point - a small nondescript house, with a garden barely visible in the satellite view. As it settled, the dot began to pulse in perfect synchronicity with the subtle vibration emanating from the laptop's core, each beat sending a nearly imperceptible ripple through the air of the empty room. The map itself began to change, the streets and buildings around Sally's house fading until only the structure itself remained visible, isolated in a growing void, as if everything else were being systematically erased.  The label beneath the dot read:

Acquaintance: Sally Winnington - Residence.

The shadows in the room seemed to twist, moving toward the laptop, pooling at its base like ink soaking into paper. The screen flickered again, the jagged spiral symbol pulsing faster now, its rhythm almost frantic. Then, with one final burst of light, the laptop commenced its shut-down procedure.

The fan powered down, and the room fell silent once more. But in the faint glow of the sleep light, the map lingered for a few seconds more, faint but present, with the red dot still pulsing  steadily.

❖❖❖




Chapter 23 – Lightning Rod

Sally tipped her head to one side, a shaft of morning sunlight catching in her hair while casting the rest of her face in shadow. Her brow furrowed, creating deep lines of concentration that belied her casual tone. 'I don't get it.’

Ned pushed his empty breakfast plate to one side, the scrape of ceramic on wood breaking the morning’s stillness. ‘Get what?’ 

‘Haddington and his weirdo cronies,’ she began, her voice low but edged with unease, ‘are clearly trying to summon ... something at Gravenmere - whether that’s,’ she paused, the memory of the ritual chill creeping over her like a shadow, ‘Beatrice, or something else. From the little we know -  they haven’t succeeded.’ 

Ned nodded, his jaw tightening. ‘Agreed.’ 

Sally leaned forward, her elbows pressing into the worn tabletop, and fixed Ned with a steady, knowing gaze. ‘But you walk into the place and ... all Hell breaks loose. No pun intended.’ 

Ned rubbed his forehead, the gesture weary. ‘Coincidence, I suppose.’ 

‘Bullshit.’ Her tone was casual, but her refusal to accept the explanation hung between them.

Ned met her unblinking stare, let out a loud exhale, and slumped in his chair. ‘What can I tell you, Sal? I mean, really ... what in all of ... whatever this is, makes any sense anyway?’ He gestured vaguely in the air. ‘Maybe it’s just random.’ 

‘You can’t seriously buy that.’ Her voice was sharper now. 

He stayed silent. Sally sank back, her shoulders slackening as she gave a half-hearted shrug, her sigh almost swallowed by the quiet. This was going nowhere. 

‘Okay, how about you tell me what you think?’ Ned asked, his voice rising with irritation, the calm cracking around its edges. 

Sally’s eyes lingered on him for several moments, her expression unreadable. Finally, she spoke. ‘Okay. I’ll tell you. It all revolves around you. Because ... you’re you.’ 

‘Because - I'm me?' Ned's voice carried a note of disbelief. 'What does that even mean?’ 

Ignoring the slightly scornful tone, she pressed on. ‘Ned, remember when we told ourselves to stop getting hung up on what we believed, and to start thinking about this from others’ perspectives? That was the only way to make sense of any of it.’ 

‘You call what we’ve done progress?’ He was incredulous. 

Sally clenched her fists under the table, the heat rising inside her. When she spoke, her voice was low, but it carried a steel edge. ‘I’m trying to tell you something here. So unless you’re prepared to listen and drop that sarcastic attitude - the next time you’re screaming bloody murder in the middle of the night over a phone and a laptop - don’t come running to my mother’s house.’ 

Ned swallowed hard. ‘I’m...sorry.’ He rubbed his face again, the motion frantic and restless. ‘I’m just -’

‘Stop rubbing your face.’  She inclined her head towards the stove, her voice softening just slightly. ‘Put the kettle on.’ 

He hesitated, then rose. He saw the gesture for what it was: the peace-offering, quintessentially British. A cup of tea. Sliding his chair back, he crossed to the stove, collected the kettle and began filling it at the sink. 

‘Please go on, Sal.’ 

‘Alright - I don’t know why, but ... to me ... you are key to this. As if you’re a sort of ... Gravenmere lightning-rod.’ She sat up straighter in her chair. ‘Others have been trying to bring out something that you seem to manage, just by being there.’ She raised her hands and began to tick off fingers. ‘That’s one. Two - aside from your dream, every occurrence has been at Gravenmere.’ She ticked another finger. ‘Three - you’re the only one she ... it ... whatever, talks at, or to. I was there at the woods and she didn’t even pay me a moment’s attention.’ Another finger. ‘Last - it’s like she wants you to know what she’s doing ... or what it means ... or something. It’s like – and don’t freak out here – but it’s like she knows you, Ned.’ Last finger. Sally let her hands drop gently to her lap.  

Ned stood with his back resting against the edge of the kitchen bench. He looked thoughtful. He nodded slowly a couple of times, then looked at her. ‘I think I might have it.’ He announced. ‘Yes. I do think you’re right - but -’ He trailed off into thought. 

‘But what?’ 

‘Sorry, mind wandered a bit there. Okay let’s say you’re right, about this whole lightning-rod thing-’ 

‘I am.’ 

He raised his hands and gestured to her to wait a second. ‘But, what if it’s less about me as an individual, and it’s more because of my role’ you know, as the writer who's updating the Gravenmere story?   

She frowned. ‘How does that work?’ 

Ned crossed the room quickly and dropped back into his chair. ‘Look, Sal, it makes sense. Flora was in a terrible position, she believes that she’s haunted, cursed, whatever - her husband is revealed as some occultist infatuated with a local legend.’ He paused to gather his thoughts. ‘She sees strange people coming and knows he’s up to his neck in rituals, witchcraft or whatever it is those people do - and as the stress of it all starts to get the better of her. Then  the bastard has her locked up in a ghastly insane asylum.’ He looked pointedly at Sally. ‘And ... she dies.’ Sally nodded but stayed quiet. 

Ned went on. ‘So we know those are the facts. When I had my ... dream. She called me a coward. Twice. I didn’t understand what she meant. I mean, yeah I was scared at the time - but who wouldn’t be?’ 

‘Too right.’ Sally muttered. 

‘But what if she meant the stuff that Prof. Ashford said about me ducking the controversies? He questioned more than once whether I was really prepared to face the ugly truths of history, and ... well, he might have had a bit of a point. But anyway, what if she’s wanting – redemption.’

‘Redemption?’ Sally’s brow knotted. 

‘Yeah, as in having her story told.’ He waved an arm in the air, ‘The truth will set you free and all that.’ Ned leaned towards her. ‘What if she’s using me because I’m the one who can set the record straight? Tell the truth.’ 

Sally sat in thoughtful silence. 

‘Well?’ He asked. 

‘Better than your mushroom theory, I’ll admit.’ She smiled. ‘I’m not saying I think that’s it, but right now it holds together better than anything else we’ve got.

The kettle started to shriek on the stove. Ned began to rise. 

‘No, I’ll get it - you make awful tea.’ That was true, he acknowledged ruefully.  Neither said anything until the tea and water were in the pot.  ‘So, we have some other important questions we haven’t discussed yet.’ 

‘Like what?’ Ned asked. 

‘Aetheris, for one.’ 

Ned picked idly with his thumbnail at a deep scratch on the table. ‘That’s a problem.’ He said. ‘Not just the obvious, but all my research – everything - is all tied into it. It’s not like I can just cancel my account or anything. I’d be buggered.’ 

‘Can’t you move your notes and things to somewhere else?’ 

‘I can.’ He admitted, ‘But not in a bang and a rush. I’d need time.’ 

Sally started to pour their tea. ‘How long before this gig of yours wraps up then?’ 

Ned leaned back and looked at the ceiling for a moment. ‘Best guess - about two weeks. Done and dusted.’

She set a cup in front of him. He smiled his thanks. ‘Okay. So, two weeks isn’t that bad.’ She looked across for confirmation. Ned nodded. She continued -‘In that time, you can start to limit what you use Aetheris for. Cut its access back to just what is needed to complete the gig. Once you’re off the gig – close your account. Find another AI tool – whatever.’ A thought struck her. Sally put down her cup. She looked. ‘Is this the first time Aetheris has played up like this?’

He nodded emphatically. ‘Absolutely. It’s been a rock until now. That’s why I love it ... loved it.’ 

‘Well you know for sure that it’s started exceeding, even over-riding instructions. It’s pretty obvious that it has accessed hospital and police records. Now it looks like it’s exercising control over your phone. Have you thought about contacting the company - maybe there’s a fault?’ 

Ned’s head shook abruptly. ‘No way!’ 

‘Because?’

‘Well, assume for a moment that it did all those things - there’d be a huge liability issue. What if to deflect that they prefer to somehow call it my fault? A company like that with those kind of resources ... so much at stake ... they’re hardly likely to take heat if they can blame one insignificant user.’   He shook his head again - a little more calmly this time. ‘No. I like your idea. Just progressively scale back my use of Aetheris and its permissions, and when I’m ready - get the hell off the platform. Walk away.’ 

She thought he was probably right. Big IT firms were hardly known for exemplary ethics. She reflected for a moment.  ‘Can I ask a silly question?’ 

‘Wouldn’t be the first time.’ 

She poked her tongue at him, then continued. ‘Ned we’ve talked all along about Aetheris accessing these systems -’ She hesitated, a fresh look of concern upon her face. ‘I don’t suppose ... I mean I don’t know if ... do you think it could do ... more than that?’ 

‘More?’ 

‘Yeah.’ She shrugged, ‘Like maybe interfere with systems. You know ... give it instructions or something.’ 

Ned gave a low whistle, shifting in his chair.  ‘I don’t really know - but I shouldn’t think so. Those kinds of programs are absolutely loaded with all sorts of safety protocols - built-in restrictions to prevent people getting hurt from just plain old ignorance, let alone malicious intent.’ 

Sally nodded slowly, her fingers tapping lightly on the table. ‘It’s just ... that hospital’s always going on in their ads about how high-tech they are.’ She shrugged again, ready to dismiss the idea. ‘Mind you, it doesn’t fit with that car guy’s crash, so maybe not.’ 

‘Sal -’ Ned began, his voice tight. 

‘What?’ she asked, her head tilting slightly. 

‘When Keith Harcourt - the car guy - was dropping me home, he was rattling on about the car needing a service. Kept going on about what a rip-off it was.’ 

Sally frowned. ‘I don’t see -’ 

‘Sal,’ Ned interrupted, leaning forward, ‘he said it was a rip-off because all they had to do was hook it up to a computer.’ 

Her eyes widened. Slowly, she reached out and grasped his wrist. ‘Ned ... you don’t think ...?’  The air between them seemed to tighten. Even though their phones were in the other room, Ned found his gaze flicking to the counter top instinctively, a habit hard to break. His throat constricted as the implications settled like ice in his stomach. 'What if...?' She whispered.

He wanted to shush her, his eyes darting this time towards the door, as if the kitchen walls themselves might be listening.

Seeing the effect her question had, she tried to change the subject.  She waggled her empty cup in the air to see if he wanted another. 

‘Yes, please.’ His throat felt dry.  She quickly set two fresh cups in front of them. The steam rose idly towards the ceiling. 

‘Cheers, Sal.’ He looked dejected, his eyes on the cup. 

Sally forced a smile. ‘Hey, you know what? He glanced up without enthusiasm. 

‘What?’ 

‘It’s the weekend. You have your plan - we have two days to get that tightened up. ‘We’ She repeated, her smile broadening. 

Ned summoned a thin-lipped smile in response. He nodded a couple of times. ‘You’re right. On Monday I’ll start moving notes and my drafts across to the society’s file structure a little at a time. I’ll make the point to Haddington that I’m doing it because the work is coming to an end.’ 

Sally nodded with satisfaction. ‘Cool. Know what else you can do?’ 

He looked quizzical, and gave his head a shake, not sure what he’d missed. 

‘Easy. You can go to the pictures with me.’ 

Ned grinned. 

‘You’ll like it. It’s a romantic-comedy.’ 

Ned stopped grinning.

On the counter-top an arm's reach behind him, sat her mum's small smart TV. She used it to tune into culinary channels when cooking. Earlier, Ned had absently glanced at it, noting it was switched off at the wall. Now, Sally and Ned hadn't noticed the small power light on top edge turn ghostly green when they had started talking - the screen had stayed blank.

They didn't notice either - when it turned itself off.
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Chapter 24 – Sage Advice 

Sally knocked once then entered Dr. Langley's office. The afternoon sun slanted through the tall windows, casting a soft amber hue that seemed to deepen the shadows in the room's corners. Once again, the faint smell of polished wood and old books enveloped her, mingled with something faintly medicinal - perhaps tea. She reached into her backpack and carefully removed Langley’s book.

The professor was seated behind her desk, a pencil poised over an open notebook. She glanced up and smiled, setting the pencil aside. ‘Ah, Ms. Winnington,’ she said rising. ‘Back again. I take it that means you’ve finished Echoes in the Earth?’

Sally returned Langley’s warm smile, and crossed the room. ‘I have,’ she said, placing the book gently on the desk. ‘And I have to thank you again. It was fascinating. Some of the concepts were new to me, so a little of it went over my head to be honest. But it gave me some real perspective.’

Langley gestured toward the worn leather couch. ‘Perspective? Well, that’s always a good start. Take a seat, and tell me - what brings you back? Or was it just to return my book?’

Sally hesitated, smoothing her skirt as she sat down. ‘I... I wanted to ask you a bit more. It’s related to what we talked about last time.’

Langley’s expression shifted subtly, her sharp eyes narrowed slightly with interest. ‘Go on.’

Sally took a deep breath. ‘It’s my friend again. He’s still experiencing strange things, and I ... I think he might be at risk. I’m worried it’s not just coincidence or our imagination.’

When Sally paused, the professor said gently, ‘Risk is quite a strong word in this context. Take your time, and why don’t you start with what makes you think that?’

‘It’s hard to explain,’ Sally admitted, her fingers knotting together in her lap. ‘But I think there’s ...  a pattern to it.’ For the next few minutes Sally described what happened inside the house - choosing to leave aside their observation of the ritual. Everything’s tied to the one place. It’s local, you may know it – Gravenmere.’

Langley’s eyebrows lifted slightly at the name. ‘Gravenmere,’ she repeated softly. ‘Yes. I’ve come across it before. A rather peculiar estate, with some unfortunate history if memory serves.’

‘You’re not kidding,’ Sally said quickly. ‘And because I began to wonder that there was something going on with the land itself - I came to you.  Now I’m wondering if there’s ... I don’t know, something in its history that explains why it feels so ... personalised.’

‘Personalised, to your friend?’

Sally nodded.

Langley turned slowly, rising from her chair and moving toward one of the larger of her bookshelves. ‘Anywhere you look in this country, the history of land is as layered as the stories people tell about it,’ she said, running her fingers over the spines. ‘And what makes that interesting is that stories - even legends - are seldom just that alone. They’re echoes of a sort. Fragments of something deeper.’

Sally leaned forward. ‘Are you saying that there’s truth in them?’

Langley shook her head, ‘To a degree, but only in the sense that there’s something real beneath the legend that drove its existence. Something to act as a seed, if you like, something that gave birth to the legend.’ She waved an elegant hand in the air, ‘Perhaps an occurrence, or the deeds of a personality, or merely a need to give expression to something, or to explain part of life. After all, we’re a storytelling species. It’s in our blood.’ She smiled.

Sally pondered this. ‘Some of the legends in your book spoke to the land holding power. Did people believe that  they could use it in some way. Like, draw upon it?’

‘Undoubtedly, if we’re referring to what people choose to believe.’ Langley paused, her hand resting on a thick, leather-bound book. ‘Speaking of legends - and at this point I stress that we are  speaking of legend - then yes. Certain sites have long been associated with energy, ritual, or transformation ... including the neolithic site upon which Gravenmere was built. You see there are many – and contradictory - theories about that site. It’s managed to draw the attention of groups for at least the last two hundred years, each pursuing their own version of the truth.’ Her fingers stopped tracing book-spines. But,’ she continued, pulling a dark leather-bound volume free and turning back to Sally, ‘in most cases, the land alone is never enough. At least, not in the majority of legends.’

Sally frowned slightly. ‘What do you mean?’

Langley returned to her chair, setting the book between them. She gestured to Sally, who opened the worn cover, the frontispiece read: The Elder Blood: Lost Saxon Legends of Britain, by Dr. Eadric Wulfrun, University of Wessex Press. It was dated, 1871.   Langley rested her fingertips on the yellowed page. ‘Legends from cultures across the world often speak of specific places - sacred groves, stone circles, caves - but the power of these sites is almost always tied to a sacred object. We have that most famously with the Arthurian legend and Excalibur. But that form of idea recurs. A talisman that people believed served as a conduit or a focus for the energy. Without it - or in the wrong hands - the potential of the site would remain... dormant.’

Sally’s pulse quickened. ‘An object? Like what?’

Langley opened the book to an illustration of an Egyptian carved blade. Its design was intricate, almost hypnotic, with lines that seemed to ripple and shift on the page. ‘A knife,’ she said simply. ‘Or a sword. Sometimes a staff topped with a head-piece. A relic. These items are always central to the stories. They amplify intent, channel energy, and, most importantly, can only be wielded by someone connected to them, someone worthy - through bloodline, status, or some ritual binding.’

Sally stared at the image, her mind racing. ‘Does something like that exist for Gravenmere?’

Langley closed the book with a soft thud, her expression unreadable. ‘Whether one actually existed in fact, I can’t say. But I can tell you that some individuals and groups over the last couple of hundred years have convinced themselves that one does. A flint knife - a common legendary object in British history – it even has a name. Most of them do.’ She riffled through the book, stopping at a large engraved illustration. ‘Here.’ She pointed to a line drawing showing a crudely worked flint knife, its handled wrapped in what appeared to be a string-like cordage. Beneath the image was the date of its production 1804, and a name -  Blodsearu Clufe.  

Sally smiled wryly and pointed to the name. ‘I can’t even pronounce that, what is it – Celtic?’

Langley smiled at her. ‘It’s early Celtic certainly, but it’s important to recognise that this illustration is the work of a man who claimed he’d copied it from an earlier much older tome. But he doesn’t tell us what that was. A common problem - claim layered upon claim - but no way to establish the veracity of any of it.’ She gestured towards the picture. ‘Allegedly the knife was created by an unspecified and forgotten pre-Christian society tied to the same energy that a few occult scholars - and a handful of crackpots - suggest that Gravenmere amplifies. The name of the knife according to this account translates roughly to ‘the Blood Treasure Key’ or something close to it. 

‘Blood treasure?’

Langley nodded. ‘Don’t be deceived - it’s not treasure like a gift. In this case it may represent the idea of connection to a lineage. Maybe of shaman, or chieftains. But it’s all lost to time now - we’ll never know.’ 

Sally ran a fingertip along the reproduction of the hand-drawn image. A faint warmth seeming to emanate from the page itself. She half expected the crude etching of the stone knife to respond beneath her touch. 

Langley watched her for a moment, her sharp eyes narrowing slightly at Sally's reaction, then continued ‘Anyway, real or not, from what little I know, quite some money and effort has been spent over the years trying to find it.’ Langley smiled. ‘Treasure hunts sometime make for great books and movies – but in reality usually yield little but disappointment and depleted bank balances.’ She tapped the edge of the page with a finger. ‘On this one, scholars are divided. Some dismiss the accounts as pure fantasy, others suggest they may be exaggerations or misinterpretations surrounding a real artefact. Either way, no such item has ever been found. At least, not conclusively.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Oh there were some local newspaper accounts - around the 1930s as I recall - that suggested someone had alleged to have come into possession of it. But it was treated as a sensational, and ultimately, unsubstantiated claim. They may well have found a neolithic knife, but it’s a big stretch to suggest that it is the actual Blodsearu Clufe.’

Sally’s fingers brushed the cover of the book. ‘And what would it do? If it were real?’

Langley’s gaze grew distant, as though she were seeing something far beyond the walls of her office. ‘Ideas vary. In this case, it, there seems to be an unusual consensus that the power depends entirely on the wielder. The knife is said to amplify the user’s intent. For good, or ill. Not a tool, more like a reflection. A typical claim – but in this case, the Blodsearu Clufe was supposed to bind or ‘anchor’ some form of archaic entity associated with the site, preventing it from spreading beyond specific physical boundaries.’

Sally shivered, her thoughts snapping back to the experience at the ritual. ‘If someone were near one of these places - like Gravenmere - and there was ... an object like that, could it explain why a person might experience ... things?’

Langley’s sharp eyes returned to Sally’s. ‘Who can say? First, you’d have to believe such things. Perhaps it’s possible. But nobody can say for certain.  No matter how much the line between myth and reality is blurred - these are only stories, Ms. Winnington,' Langley said, though her fingers lingered on the old illustration as if it held weight beyond mere legend.

Sally hesitated, then asked, ‘Would you ... would you be willing to meet my friend? I think he – we -  could use someone like you to help us make a bit more sense of all this.’

Langley tilted her head, a faint smile curving her lips. ‘Well, it’s rare to meet someone with a first-hand ... perspective ... on these things. If you think it might offer him some insight?’

Sally nodded, a flicker of relief easing the tension in her chest. ‘I do. Thank you, Dr. Langley.’

Langley stood, her expression turning serious once more. ‘Be careful, Ms. Winnington. If there’s any truth to these stories, they remind us that human curiosity can be a double-edged sword. Whatever the truth or otherwise of legend, their investigation can raise questions that become uncomfortable - even just psychologically speaking.’

Sally rose. ‘I understand. Do you know the Hare and Hearth?’

‘I do indeed. Can you do tomorrow, at 3pm?’

‘We’ll be there. Thank you, so much.’

Langley nodded, her gaze lingering on Sally as she left. Once the door closed, she walked slowly across to the window, her reflection fragmenting across the glass pane. 'Gravenmere,' she whispered, her breath momentarily fogging the pane. That meant Haddington. Her fingers traced an absent pattern on the sill, following grooves worn by decades of similar gestures. It had been a long time. Her expression, caught between the fading light and encroaching shadow, revealed nothing. 

❖❖❖




Chapter 25 – Deeper and Deeper 

‘You told her?' Ned's voice cracked with disbelief, his fingers curling into fists at his sides. 'What part of the whole "Ned, just work your way out - and quietly walk away" plan wasn't clear?' The late autumn wind whipped around them, carrying the scent of wet leaves and wood smoke from the Hare and Hearth's chimney. A steady stream of customers pushed past them into the warmth of the café, their chatter and laughter a jarring counterpoint to the tension hanging between Ned and Sally.

Sally watched his jaw clench, the muscle working beneath his skin. The path outside the café wasn't the place for this conversation, not with a growing queue of afternoon coffee-seekers giving them sideways glances. A young mother with a pushchair navigated around them, the wheels clattering over the uneven pavement.

'Fine.' She closed her eyes momentarily, forcing herself to breathe slowly, to find the right words. The café's brass bell chimed as another group pushed through the door, releasing a wave of coffee-scented warmth. 'Look, I honestly feel that this thing is ... targeting you.' She touched his arm, feeling him stiffen at the contact. 'So I did what I thought best, okay? And I trust her; will it hurt to just hear what she knows?' 

He stared at her, clearly livid, his breath forming small clouds in the chilly air. 

'Please, Ned. I'm on your side.'

Angry as he was, Ned knew he had no better friend than Sal. He looked around them, plainly wrestling with his choices, then back at the café door where condensation was creeping across the glass. Finally, to her relief, he gave a single abrupt nod. Not wanting to make too much of her enormous relief, she nonetheless stepped forward and put her arms around his neck, gave him a quick squeeze. The wool of his coat was rough against her cheek.  

'Okay, now people are looking at us. Can we go in?' His words were gruff, but she caught the slight softening in his tone.

'What? You're ashamed to be seen hugging me in public now?' She tried to inject some levity into her voice, to break the tension.

'Absolutely.' 

Sally punched his arm and held the café door open for him. Ned stepped in, and she watched as some of the rigidity left his shoulders, soothed by the familiar Boho environment. The café's exposed brick walls were hung with local artwork lit mostly by the amber glow of vintage pendant lights. The espresso machine hissed and steamed like some brass beast, and the air was thick with the aroma of coffee and freshly baked pastries. In a quiet corner, a woman with wire-rimmed glasses sat absorbed in a hardback copy of 'The Final Take' by Clive Gower-Collins, the striking black and white film noir cover design catching Sally's eye momentarily as they passed her table.

Sally brushed past him, tugging his sleeve. 'She's out here - I scored our usual spot.' The floorboards creaked beneath their feet as she led him toward the back of the café, where the lighting grew dimmer and the murmur of conversation became a distant hum.

Your usual spot, he thought, but wisely kept it to himself. 

Professor Margaret Langley rose from her seat as they approached, the lens on her spectacles catching the light from the small tea candle flickering on the table. She smiled and extended her hand, the gesture somehow both welcoming and slightly formal. 

'Professor,' Ned said, his voice carrying a hint of challenge.

Langley nodded in acknowledgement, seemingly unfazed by his tone. 'I think perhaps we can move to first name terms -  it's not like I'm marking your mid-term exams, is it?' Her smile broadened, softening the sharp planes of her face. 'I'm Margaret.'

'Ned.' He took her offered hand briefly, noting how gentle her palm felt against his.

'Hi Ned, nice to meet you.' She gestured at his seat, then caught the eye of the waitress who was weaving between tables with practised grace. With their coffees underway, Margaret's attention came back to Gravenmere. 'So, Ned, I understand you're working as a contract historian now?'

'That's right - well - for another week or two. I should be wrapped up by then.' He shifted in his chair, the aged wood groaning softly. 

Margaret nodded slowly. She liked this young man. His eyes held a bright intelligence, and he seemed quite direct, even in his wariness. 

‘Would you like to tell me what’s been happening?’

'Well, I suppose Sally has told you what's been -'

'Pardon me, Ned.' Langley's voice was gentle but firm. 'But I'd like to hear it from you. I also want you to consider that this conversation is confidential - so the more you tell me, the better I may be able to offer some information that helps.' 

Ned looked at her for several moments, before his eyes quickly flicked to Sally, and away again. Eventually he nodded.  ‘Okay’ He paused to take a deep breath. It came back out in one long soft sound.  ‘There was an early ... occurrence, I suppose you’d call it when I was locking up one night. The lights went out and a few things that were creepy, but I put down to being alone in that old house. Plus I was reading peoples’ histories, old diaries, things that, and well ... let’s say they didn’t make for pretty reading. So I just put it down to that.’

‘As one might.’ Margaret agreed, her face a study in concentration. ‘Please go on.’

Ned shifted in his seat, glanced at Sally, and went on. ‘The next thing was just a bad dream. Only, the weird part was that in the dream I saw Beatrice Harcourt, or what was left of her. Sorry, Beatrice was Percy Harcourt’s first wife – she got cancer.’  They paused while the waitress placed three steaming mugs of coffee on the table – and an apple galette for Sally. Ned smiled for a moment.

‘I’m familiar with Percy Harcourt, Beatrice and his marriage to Flora Willoughby.’ Margaret said.

‘You are?’ Ned wasn’t sure what to make of this. “I hadn’t expected anyone outside of the Gravenmere people to know.’ Margaret just smiled in response. Ned continued, ‘Anyway, there were two instances later, both at Gravenmere, when I thought ... when I saw her.’ He stopped for a moment, rubbing his forehead with his palm, clearly finding the recollection stressful.

‘You okay?’ Sally asked quietly. He gave a slight nod and a thin smile.

‘Yeah.’

‘Take your time.’ Margaret offered.

He straightened slightly, rolling his shoulders back. ‘I was just going to say that the weird thing is that she looked the same - the dream and at Gravenmere.’ He took a sip from his mug, on the other side of the table, Sally’s galette sat, untouched.  ‘In my dream she called me ... a coward. I thought it was just my guilt, you know? Like maybe I hadn’t been forthcoming on how that shit Harcourt - sorry, I mean Percy Harcourt had treated her.’

Margaret’s eyes glinted with wry amusement, ‘Oh I think that description sums up the loathsome man quite well,’ Sally gave a chuckle, and reached for her galette.

‘So like I said, there were two instances when she seemed to appear when I was awake. The first time was when I was trying this ghostbuster thing; you know recording data, like those shows do on the telly. I thought a bit of ambiguous fluff about ghosts might drive up visitor numbers.’ He admitted, a little shamefacedly. ‘Anyway, she was there, just... sort of emerged, I suppose. Sally and Dave were just yards away but heard nothing... it was like being caught in a soundproof bubble.' 

Ned's hands curved in the air, as if feeling the invisible walls of that memory. 'You know how sometimes in dreams, you can see people talking but can't hear them? It was like that, but reversed. Inside this... this space, everything was muffled - the creak of floorboards, the wind outside - except for her voice. But I could see Sally and Dave through it, like looking through dirty glass. They were talking, laughing even, completely normal. And there I was, standing in this pocket of dead air, watching this thing that looked like Beatrice form out of the shadows.' He wrapped his hands around his coffee mug, as if seeking its warmth. 'Strangest part was, when it ended, it wasn't like bursting a bubble or anything. The sounds just... seeped back in. Like, how water fills a hole in the sand.’

Margaret was completely focused on his account. ‘And the other time?’

Ned glanced at Sally. She bit her lip gently and nodded. ‘We were both involved.’ He gestured to Sally. ‘We, um...we were following up on a hunch, I suppose. Anyway, we had gone to Gravenmere at night, and were watching a ceremony...a ritual...Haddington and some other people. They were down at the site of the old stones.’ He paused as a group leaving the café squeezed past their table. 

‘About halfway through...it happened again, but it was different-’

‘Different? How?’ Langley interrupted.

Ned’s forehead creased as he tried to recollect. ‘It was like she...it...was trying to show me something. She kept repeating a phrase over and over as she pointed at Haddington and the others. It was something like  ‘scownack the door,’ the words felt harsh in his mouth.-

‘Scaoinnach thá dor.’ Langley softly replied. Ned froze, instantly recognising the correct pronunciation. His hand hung in the air, halfway to his cup.

‘You know it?’ Sally asked, surprised.

Langley nodded and leaned forward to allow her to lower her voice. ‘Loosely it translates as loosen, or open the door.’ She turned her gaze slowly from Sally to Ned. When she spoke again it was almost a whisper.  Ned, I think it's high time for you to seriously entertain the idea - that you're somehow significant to this entity.' Langley's voice had dropped so low they had to lean in to hear her. She paused, her fingertip tracing a circle of spilled water on the wooden table. 'And quite possibly to Haddington as well.'

The café's ambient chatter seemed to recede, leaving them wrapped in a thick silence. Beyond their table, the clouded autumn evening had begun pressing against the windows - darkness making mirrors of the glass. Langley leaned back in her chair, the aged wood creaking softly. The tea-light between them guttered, throwing momentary moving shadows across her face.

Sally frowned, her half-eaten galette forgotten. Something in Langley's tone had changed, making the hair on the back of her neck prickle. 'Hang on.' She studied the professor's face, searching for something she couldn't quite put her finger on. 'You speak like you know Haddington and his cronies.'

Langley met her gaze steadily, saying nothing. The silence stretched between them like a taut wire.

'Do you?' Ned's voice was barely above a whisper, but Sally heard steel beneath the softness.

Langley looked at him, then gave a slow nod that seemed to be an effort. 'Mostly by reputation.'

'Reputation?' Sally couldn't keep the edge of suspicion from her voice. 

Langley raised a hand, the gesture both placating and elegant. Her silver rings caught the light. 'He's not unknown - or at least his family - in some circles.'

Sally said nothing, her earlier certainty about arranging this meeting crumbling like the edges of her galette. 

When Ned spoke again, his voice was soft, but Sally saw his eyes had hardened to flints. 'And what circles would these be?'

Langley sighed, her fingers stilling on the table. For a moment she seemed to weigh her words carefully, as if crossing some invisible line. 'Let's call them students of the occult.' The words landed like stones dropped into still water. Sally felt her coffee cup grow colder in her hands. Across the table, Ned had gone very still, his eyes never leaving Langley's face.  'Hold on a second. Let me explain.' Langley ran her fingers back through her hair, a gesture that seemed to gather her thoughts.  'Many sites and legends gain a following of sorts. Take Glastonbury for example - there are scores of societies of antiquaries, formal scholars, new age fringe groups, devotees of the Arthurian legend - pretty much anything you can think of.'  She leaned forward, her voice taking on a professor's measured cadence. 'Danebury Hillfort, Stonehenge - and more. They all draw in sometimes huge numbers of people searching for something. Usually trying to find evidence that supports a legend or some truth behind which they can rally. You would know this, right?'

Sally managed a grunt, while Ned gave a terse nod. 'Go on.'

'Gravenmere is far less well-known than many of the others - but has attracted considerable, if less conspicuous attention, for...' She glanced at the nearest tables, but the other patrons seemed absorbed in their own worlds. 'Well... centuries as far as we know.'

'Why?' Sally's demand came out sharper than she'd intended.

Langley spread her fingers on the tabletop, the gesture deliberate, almost ritual. 'I suppose that depends upon who you choose to listen to. There are groups, and each professes to take the high road... you know, claim that their interest is pure, righteous if you like - and of course, that every other group's interests are malign and not to be trusted.'

She drew a slow breath. 'You see, Gravenmere's legend is quite specific; it infers the location as one of such antiquity as to suggest that it was a source of power before humankind was even, well...' her voice dropped to that whisper again, 'human.'

Sally leaned forward, her forearms resting on the table's scarred surface. The darkness outside the windows seemed to press closer. 'What kind of power?'

Langley gave a soft shrug that didn't match the intensity in her eyes. 'There are various interpretations of the legend.' She paused, considering her next words carefully. 'Let me put it like this. Throughout sources such as the Quran and even older texts, there's a sort of theme in occult lore that suggests entities such as djinn grew apace with humans, that they - became smarter as we did. And in doing so, they became less suggestible, less amenable to being commanded.'

'By us?' Ned asked, the words falling into the silence like stones into dark water.

'So the stories go.' Langley's finger traced another circle on the table's surface. 'The idea here is that this Gravenmere source of power is so ancient as to be... highly suggestible. In response, every group of which I've heard loudly state that their intentions are to prevent this power ever being in anybody's hands.'

'You buy that?' Sally's face was a picture of open disbelief, but something in her voice wavered.

'Actually, I do.' Langley's assertion carried the weight of certainty. 'At least for the most part.'

'What about Haddington and his friends?' Ned's soft question seemed to make the candle flame tremble.

She looked at him, her lips pressed into a bloodless line, then shook her head slightly. When she spoke, her whisper carried across the table like a chill draft. 'No, Ned. I have reasons to doubt their motives.'

The silence settled over their table like dust in an old room. Sally turned, catching the waitress's eye. She held up three fingers, and the woman smiled, nodding as she disappeared behind the gleaming bulk of the espresso machine.  'What kind of evidence?' Ned's question cut through the quiet, sharp as glass.

'Nothing direct.' Langley's fingers drummed once on the table's worn surface. 'But as I mentioned to Sally, there's a rumour regarding a neolithic stone knife associated with Gravenmere, and there are books - old books.' Her voice dropped lower. 'The kind that allegedly contain privileged information.' She glanced at the nearest tables, then went on. 'Some items like these have come up at auctions over the years. And there are... disturbing rumours associated with these. Sellers backing out at the last minute. Successful buyers suddenly changing their minds, practically falling over themselves to sell to members of Haddington's group.'

She leaned back, the chair creaking softly. 'Nothing you could take to the police, you understand. But when you add up the various stories over time - well, it paints a picture that's hard to reconcile with a group whose intentions are honourable.'

'Jesus,' Ned muttered, his voice hollow. 'And I'm working for this guy.' He shook his head, and Sally reached across, squeezing his forearm, the wool of his sleeve rough under her fingers. His eyes moved from her face to the professor's. 'Wait... you said these have come up at auction - so there's a chance they have the knife?'

This time Langley's response carried the weight of certainty. 'Not a chance.' She paused, qualifying herself. 'I mean, it's not one hundred percent certain, but I'd bet my career that they've simply been buying up almost anything whose provenance suggests it came from this area - just in case.' Her lips twisted slightly. 'Truthfully, we don't even know if such a knife really exists.'

The leather of her bag creaked as she reached inside, withdrawing a book that Sally recognized immediately. The sound of pages turning seemed unnaturally loud in their corner. A moment later, Ned was staring at the hand-drawn picture Sally had seen the day before. He leaned in, studying the crude image. 

'So that's it?'

'Allegedly.' Langley's response felt heavy with unspoken qualifications. 'But nobody knows for sure.' Their fresh coffees arrived, their steam curling lazily towards the ceiling. Langley slipped the book back into her bag. 

Ned looked between the women, his expression lost. 'I'm not sure I'm clear on where this leaves us.' Something in Langley's manner had shifted - Sally noticed it first. The professor's academic distance had given way to something more personal, more careful. She was studying Ned with an intensity that made Sally's skin prickle. 

'May I ask a personal question?' Langley's tone had become almost gentle, but there was something rehearsed about it, as if she'd been building toward this moment all along.

'Sure.' Ned replied. 

'How old were you when your parents...' Langley's voice softened further. 'When they-'

'Died?' The word fell from his lips like a stone. Langley answered with a silent nod.

The warmth seemed to drain from Ned's face. 'Seven - almost eight.'

Langley looked down at her fresh coffee. The spoon clinked against the cup as she added sugar, stirring with deliberate slowness. When she looked up, the metallic whisper of the spoon against the saucer seemed to echo in the silence.  'What do you know of your parents having any interest in Gravenmere?'

The question landed like a physical blow. 'What?' Ned's voice cracked, shock and anger wrestling across his features.

Sally reached for his arm again. 'Ned...' she whispered. He pulled away, the gesture gentle but firm.

'No. I mean... what the hell?' His voice rose slightly. 'What kind of question is that?' The anger was winning now, colour flooding back into his face.

'Ned.' Sally's voice carried more insistence this time.

He whirled on her. 'What? I'm supposed to believe they were somehow involved in all this hocus-pocus?' The words came out as a snarl. He fell back into his chair with a thump, radiating fury.

Langley held his gaze, her expression carrying a weight of knowledge that seemed to press him back into his seat. 'What we choose to believe, Ned, often has little to do with the truth.' Her voice was soft but unyielding. 'I didn't know... the Woodleys myself... but my understanding is that they were deeply interested in Gravenmere, and I must say - from the very best of intentions.' She turned slightly, fixing Sally with a look. 'As were yours, Sally.'

Sally felt the world tilt sideways, disbelief spreading through her like ice water.

Langley stood, her chair scraping against the wooden floor. 'It's been a pleasure to spend time with you both, but I must get back.' The others could only nod, numbed by revelations that went round and around.  'The question I'd put to you both,' Langley gathered her bag, her voice thoughtful, 'is whether you have any information - some idea or other - that until now, has perhaps meant nothing - but in the light of what you know now, perhaps ...' She let the question hang in the air. Her smile was gentle as she placed a hand upon Sally's shoulder. 'I'll help if and where I can. Call me, yes?'

Sally looked up, managing to summon a weak smile. 'Sure.'

❖❖❖

That evening, alone in her bedroom, Sally sat at her desk, the conversation with Langley still echoing in her mind. She absently traced her finger along the edge of an old photo frame - her and Ned at primary school, gap-toothed grins and grass-stained knees. Then memory surfaced unbidden, as it sometimes did: herself at seven, crouched at the top of the stairs while her parents talked in low voices in the kitchen below.

'It's just awful about the Woodleys,' her mother had said. 'That poor boy.'

Her father's response had been oddly guarded. 'Yeah, they were good people. Brilliant thinkers.’ He paused a moment. ‘But sometimes brilliance makes you dig too deep.' A pause. 'Some things are best left buried.'

'John - given what’s just happened, I think that’s hardly appropriate! What on earth do you mean?'

'You know exactly what I mean. Just... they sort of veered away from what we’d begun. You know what I’m saying - the four of us. Began looking into the really old stories in... in the wrong ways. They made some people uncomfortable. The kind of research that...' He'd trailed off.

'That what?'

'Nothing. It doesn't matter now. I’m just glad you and I walked away when we did.'

Sally had never forgotten the edge in her father's voice - he'd sounded almost afraid. Now, looking at the photo, she wondered if that childhood memory was why she'd felt so compelled to help when Ned first mentioned Gravenmere. Something about their parents' research, something about old histories and buried stories... She'd chosen anthropology to understand how people made sense of the inexplicable. Maybe she'd unconsciously chosen it to understand what had really happened to the Woodleys. She’d shared none of this with Ned. The truth was, even had she wanted to - she wasn’t sure how she’d go about it.

She looked again at young Ned in the photo, his smile yet untouched by loss. She'd been there through everything - the accident, the move to his grandmother's, the quiet years that followed. She'd watched him build himself into someone rational, controlled, someone almost obsessed with evidence and proof. Now Gravenmere was threatening to unravel all of that.

'Some things are best left buried,' her father had said.

But what if they refused to stay buried?

❖❖❖




Chapter 26 – Old Questions 

Ned crouched lower, his eye tracing the path of the motorcycle's chain, the metal links gleaming dully under the weak workshop bulb. Satisfied he checked the notches on either side of the swingarm. The back wheel was straight. Rising he leaned over the saddle and plucked at the lower run of the chain like it was a big steel string on a fiddle. It was good. Right where it needed to be -  he fished a cut-off length of old tee shirt from his back pocket, and wiped chain grease from his hands. Beside him a chipped mug of tea sat steaming. He tipped a small wooden crate over next to the Benelli, took the mug, and plonked himself down next to the bike. When he had things on his mind, he often lost himself out here in his workshop. He grimaced, painfully aware that 'workshop' was a grandiose label for his grand-dad's old timber gardening shed, a structure that creaked alarmingly with every gust of wind. The narrow space took his motorcycle, and just enough room to squeeze between it and a skinny wooden workbench. Right now it was strewn with the contents of the bike’s toolkit. The chain really hadn’t needed adjustment. It was just a way of keeping his hands busy while he pondered.  Try as he might, Langley’s question about his parents still managed to bite deeply. 

Shaking his head, he set the mug on the floor next to him, and selected a slightly cleaner cloth from the box under the bench. As his hand traced slow lazy circles on the motorcycle’s shiny engine he recalled what she’d suggested. But Prof Langley’s question - Margaret, he corrected himself - wasn’t the real problem, and he knew it. It came down to how little he really knew his parents. He was forced to admit that memories not associated with the few photographs he had, were starting to get hazy. He seemed to remember the emotion well enough, but details constantly faded. A few weeks ago it had taken a real effort to pull to mind the sound of his father’s voice. One day, he knew that he wouldn’t even be able to do that.

He stood and shifted his polishing efforts to the gas tank. What if Margaret was right? Seriously. What if his parents had something to do with Gravenmere. And if so ... what was their interest? Maybe just a general interest in shared heritage. His fingers bunched the cloth so it could be pressed under the edge of the shining chrome gas cap. He stopped. That wasn’t what Margaret had been suggesting though. No. It was painfully clear that she associated them with one of these groups - oh God, please don’t let them have been those New Age crystal people. Unconsciously his head shook as if physically trying to dislodge that prospect.  The bike was clean. The bike was polished. 

He tossed the rag back onto the workbench, and began putting the tools back into the small bag. Just past them he spotted some small mouse droppings. Back again with the deepening cold, he thought. When he'd first bought the bike and noticed droppings scattered like dark seeds across the workbench, he'd contemplated putting down poison. Before he could do so, he caught sight of one of the small creatures at the far end of the bench. Sitting on its hind-legs, sniffing the air. It had struck him as so small and vulnerable.  He reasoned that they could do little harm in here. The garden centre's blue poison crystals still sat unopened on the shelf above, gathering dust. He sat back down with his tea, swirling what was left in lazy circles in the mug. There was something else. They hadn’t told Margaret about Aetheris, about Keith Harcourt - or Ian. Of that, he was glad. This whole conversation with her was starting to sound crazy enough, even without those elements.

The phone on the bench buzzed briefly. He stretched out a lazy arm and tipped the screen towards him. A message. Sally. Then it hit him. Bugger! He’d promised to take her to the pictures! He opened it quickly and - yes, there it was.

What happened to our movie?

His fingers jabbed at the screen, leaving smudges of chain grease like ghostly fingerprints across the glass.

Just showering etc., Pick you up soon. He pressed send.

❖❖❖

The late afternoon had turned decidedly cold. Ned zipped his jacket a touch higher and glanced at Sally beside him. Her hands were thrust deep in the pockets of her duffle coat, and she was humming something under her breath. He'd been quiet since they'd left her mum’s place, trying to arrange his thoughts. ‘So,’ she said finally. ‘Are you going to talk, or do I have to guess?’

Ned kicked at a fallen leaf, watching it scatter across the pavement. ‘Been thinking about what Margaret said. About my parents.’

Sally's humming stopped. She looked sideways at him, but didn't interrupt.

At first I was angry,’ he continued. ‘But now... I don't know. She opened up something that I didn't know was there.’ They reached the zebra-crossing at the end of Castle Street. While they waited for the traffic, he added, ‘Thing is Sal, there's so much I don't remember clearly any more. And now ... well, what if there were things I never knew in the first place?’

They crossed, their footsteps falling into sync. The cinema's neon sign was visible now, a pink glow fifty yards away in the gathering gloom.

‘Actually,’ Sally said, slowing her pace. ‘There's something I should probably tell you.’ She stopped completely, turning to face him. Under the yellow street light, her sallow face was solemn. ‘It’s like that thing Margaret said about knowing stuff from the past, but that it only makes some sense now. When I was little, maybe seven or eight, I overheard Dad talking to Mum about your parents.’

Ned felt his shoulders bunch like drawn wire, but consciously unwound them, muscle by muscle, forcing a calm he didn't feel into his posture ‘What did he say?’

‘I honestly didn't understand most of it. But he mentioned your parents and how they were probing into something - something about Gravenmere. And...’ she hesitated. ‘He sounded worried. Not just concerned - properly worried.’ They stood in silence for a moment, watching their breath mist in the cold air. A couple pushed past them on the narrow pavement, heading for the cinema.

‘He also said he was relieved that he and Mum had ‘got out of it’. Like it was something from which no good could come.’ Ned stared down at his shoes. He was trying to fit this into the other things that they had learned.

The silence stretched between them. Sally shifted her weight, glanced at her watch, then at Ned's bowed head. ‘We really should get moving if we don't want to miss the start,’ Sally said softly.

Ned nodded, but didn't move. ‘Why didn't you tell me this before?’

‘Quite honestly, I hadn’t thought of it for years until now.’ She glanced sideways at him. ‘ Would you have wanted to hear it?’ When he didn't answer, she added, ‘For ages Gravenmere was just a local place name to me. It didn't meant anything special.’

They started walking again, slower now. ‘Your dad never mentioned it again?’

‘Not that I heard. But Ned...’ She caught his sleeve, making him stop again. ‘The way Margaret talked about it yesterday - like there was some big secret? My dad sounded exactly the same way.’

Ned thought about this as they approached the cinema. The angry denial that would have erupted from him only yesterday didn't materialise. Instead, a different sensation unfurled in his chest - a growing curiosity that prickled beneath his skin like an itch just beyond his fingertips, maddening in its persistence. Something was here, something important. And one way or another, he needed to find out what it was.

❖❖❖

‘Even for a historian, you seem awfully interested in old tales, Ned,’ Haddington said, leaning back in his chair. His fingers drummed lightly on the armrest - a rhythm that felt deliberate, almost ritualistic. ‘Not every ghost story merits an audience, you know.’ He glanced briefly out of the window to his side, where the weak light pressed against the glass. ‘Some stories are best left buried, dear boy. Not all truths serve the living, or the dead.’ 

Ned forced a smile but couldn’t shake the feeling that Haddington was choosing his words carefully. The older man’s gaze flickered toward the side of the room, where the locked book cabinet stood like a silent sentinel, its brass fittings dull with age. It wasn’t the first time Ned had noticed that look; fleeting moments when Haddington seemed distracted by something unseen, as though the past itself whispered secrets only he could hear. 

Haddington continued, his voice low and measured, each word landing with the weight of unspoken authority: ‘The legend of the Gravenmere stone knife is just that, I’m afraid - a legend.’ 

‘There was a line drawing in a book-’ Ned began, leaning forward slightly, his hands gripping the edge of the desk. 

‘Yes, I know the one.’ Haddington cut him off sharply, his tone dismissive yet edged with something harder - something that made Ned’s pulse quicken. ‘Never proven. Just one man’s revered fantasy.’ A soft snort escaped him, carrying more disdain than humour. His eyes drifted once more to the window, avoiding Ned’s probing stare. 

Ned fought to suppress his rising anger, the muscles in his jaw tightening. ‘So... what of the reports of knives being traded at auction? Don’t you think there’s at least a possibility-’

‘I don’t.’ Haddington’s interruption was abrupt, his voice cold enough to chill the air between them. All the warmth  now leached from his expression like colour from an old photograph, leaving behind a mask of icy indifference that seemed to lower the temperature in the room by several degrees. ‘By my reckoning, you’ve done a good job, Woodley. With what, about two weeks’ work left?’ 

Ned nodded reluctantly, though the gesture felt hollow, like conceding ground in a battle that he didn’t want to accept was already lost. 

A thin smile stole across Haddington’s face, sharp and vulpine. ‘So fascinating as this discussion is - how about you get back to it, yes? Finish up what you’re doing, and in a couple of weeks, you’ll have a nice letter from the Society thanking you for your contribution. Something useful to show your next employer, I should imagine.’ There it was. The threat cloaked in civility, the subtle reminder of who was in charge. 

The discussion was over. Ned stood, his chair scraping faintly against the wooden floorboards. Despite himself, he turned to face Haddington squarely. ‘By the way, it seems that you may have been acquainted with my parents.’ 

Haddington’s slow nod did nothing to conceal his distaste for continuing the conversation. ‘Yes, in passing. But then I’ve met all sorts of people interested in… Gravenmere.’ His gaze slid away from Ned’s, fixing instead on the doorway, as if willing him to leave. 

Ned remained standing a moment longer, acutely aware of how the silence between them had grown heavier, almost suffocating, and yet something kept him rooted there, as though waiting for Haddington to crack - to reveal just one more piece of the puzzle he knew the old man was guarding. Haddington turned away, making a show of shuffling papers on his desk. The scratch of paper against wood seemed unnaturally loud in the stillness of the room.

Finally, Ned forced himself to move. Each step toward the door felt deliberate, like a statement he couldn't quite put into words. As he crossed the threshold, the air in the hallway hit him with an almost physical relief - cooler, cleaner somehow. Behind him, he heard the soft but unmistakable sound of Haddington's drawer opening, followed by the clink of glass against glass.

He didn't look back, but he didn't need to. He could feel Haddington's stare following him, boring into the space between his shoulder blades with an intensity that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. The weight of that gaze seemed to carry all the warnings left unspoken, all the threats carefully wrapped in the older man’s veneer of courtesy.

It wasn't until he reached the end of the corridor that Ned realized his hands were trembling. Whether from anger or fear, he wasn’t sure. The legend of the Gravenmere stone knife might well be "just a legend" to Haddington, but Ned had seen something in the old man's eyes when he spoke about his parents - not in what he'd said, but in all the things he'd so carefully avoided saying.

❖❖❖




Chapter 27 – A Decision

‘You asked him?' The words sliced through the kitchen's morning quiet, sharp as the winter light that fractured through the blinds and striped across Ned's face. Her voice dropped to an enraged hiss that penetrated the tiniest corners of the room.   ‘You asked him - about the knife?’ 

He stood, shoulders slumped. Expressionless. Sally's face twisted, colour draining from her cheeks as comprehension crashed over her like ice water, leaving her pale and rigid where she stood. Her trainers squeaked against the linoleum as she started to pace, short sharp movements like a caged animal, the familiar kitchen suddenly feeling foreign and confining. Finally she froze, head bent forward, fingers buried in her hair like claws, the soft creak of the linoleum beneath her shifting weight the only sound in the suffocating silence. Ned cringed inwardly as a kind of mumbled moan passed her lips. Slowly her head came up. She let go of her hair. In that instant her tousled appearance transformed her - no longer just Sally, but something wilder, like the witches from childhood stories that had left him sleepless and sweating. The kitchen light caught the fury in her eyes, and Ned understood viscerally why those tales had made people bloody terrified.

She dropped her eyes, and crossed slowly back to him. When she spoke there was barely enough room to slip a knife between their faces. Her eyes locked his. This time her hiss made him flinch. ‘What exactly did you think you were fucking doing?’

His shoulders began to rise in a shrug that was brutally interrupted. 

‘I don’t want to hear it you idiot!’ A slow finger came up to point at his face, and he stepped back involuntarily - the table edge digging him painfully in the back - suddenly cast back to his nightmare experience at Gravenmere when Beatrice did the same. Sally closed in. Her finger was steady like a stone statue. This time when she spoke it was staccato with a pause between each word.

‘I’ll tell you what you’ve done - shall I?’ Wisely, he said nothing. ‘You’ve done nothing! Zip! Zero!  Except to show your hand - and now he knows that you know something.’

She was right, but pride forced him to rally the fragments of a defence.’ Look Sal, I just thought, you know... maybe, he’d... you know, like... give something away.’ Inside he cringed again. Even to his ears, it was lame.

Sally turned away and sank into one of her mum's old kitchen chairs. The chair's familiar uneven rocking - a sound that had scraped against her nerves since childhood like nails on slate, now passed entirely beneath her notice, overwhelmed by the thudding pulse in her ears. The kettle clicked off, its cheery ping jarring against her nerves. ‘Idiot.’ She muttered, making no effort to properly refute his claim.

Ned guessed that the risk of physical violence had dropped low enough to risk pulling out the opposite chair. He slumped into a posture that mirrored hers. ‘I see now that it wasn’t smart, okay?’ Sally's eyebrow twitched into an arch that spoke volumes, just as it had during every childhood scrape - except this time, the stakes weren't about stolen biscuits or broken windows. He folded his forearms on the table and dropped his forehead onto them with a soft thump. When he spoke, it was all she could do to make out his muffled words.  ‘You don’t know. You’ve no idea. I can hardly remember them any more, Sal.' His voice cracked on the words. 'It's like...like looking at old photographs where the faces keep fading, no matter how hard you try to hold onto them.’

Sally was puzzled. ‘What are you going on about?’

He said nothing for several moments, then slowly sat up. She was surprised to see tears on his cheeks.  ‘They’re fading, Sal.’ 

Oh Jesus. He’s talking about his mum and dad. 

‘I don’t see-’

‘He lied to me. Right to my face. I could see it.’ He gave a wet sniff and wiped his eyes roughly on his sleeve. ‘I thought talking about the knife might rattle him. I thought that when I brought up mum and dad he might let something slip.’

She took a deep breath. As she let it go the anger left her. What was done was done. Beating the stupid sod up for it now wasn’t going to change anything. She dug in the table drawer and pulled out a cotton napkin. Tossing it to him, she asked, ‘And did he?’

‘Did he what?’

‘Let anything slip.’

He started shaking his head, the gave a half-shrug. ‘Not exactly. But he was too offhand. Tried to make it like they were barely acquainted.’ He looked her dead in the eye, his voice suddenly firm. ‘He lied Sal. Right to my face, that smug prick lied.’

She stood and pulled her chair around next to his. As she sat - she punched his arm lightly; something she’d done since they were little kids. He mustered a faint smile.  She waited. 

‘I’m getting a bit pissed off.’ They both stifled an urge to giggle.

‘Really?’ She asked. That did it. It was a couple of minutes before they stopped laughing. 

Ned blew his nose and said, ‘Thanks. I needed that.’

She wiggled her eyebrows at him and smiled.

‘I’m serious though Sal. I’ve had enough. I think I was trying to bait him. I was just suddenly sick of pretending he’s just this nice old guy, and that everything is... fine. It’s bloody not.’ He tipped his head back and rolled his neck, wincing at a series of tiny cracking sounds. He looked back at her and dropped a hand over hers. She gave it a squeeze.

‘He pretty much threatened me.’

Her face darkened. ‘He did what? That prick! How?’

He nodded. ‘Had the cheek to remind me I had only a couple of weeks to go, and that they’d be doing a letter on my performance that I’d need to get my next job.’ She squeezed again. It cracked his knuckles, but Ned thought it was best not to say anything. He carefully extricated his hand.

‘I suppose though - it does fit with my original plan.’

‘That doesn’t make it right, Ned.’

‘I wasn’t suggesting that.’ He glanced at her with a cautious gaze. ‘I want to know why they were involved with Gravenmere, Sal.’ He let it sit for a moment; when she didn’t respond, he went on, ‘Obviously I don’t think that they were part of any crackpot group, or anything... but I feel like I’ve got two weeks to find out why they were so interested. After that...’  He shrugged.

For a moment, she just tugged idly at a loose thread on the cuff of her sweatshirt. ‘I understand, Ned - maybe better than you realise.’ 

He instantly cursed himself for forgetting that she’d lost her father too. Not dead. He’d run off with some girl or something, but whatever it was, she’d not seen him in years. Before he could apologise, she continued. ‘But everything we’ve seen has suggested that Haddington and company are crackpots - but not the doddery cute sort - they look like they could be risky.’  Her faced creased with worry. ‘Isn’t there some other way to get the information. Maybe Margaret can help us.’

He nodded slowly considering her point. He made his mind up. ‘Yeah, you’re right. Let’s talk to Margaret again.’

Sally looked at him, forcing her lips into what she hoped passed for a smile. The kitchen's familiar warmth seemed to recede, leaving only the hollow tick of her mother's kitchen clock marking time. Nobody knew Ned quite as well as she did. And in that moment, she knew with cold certainty that he was lying.

❖❖❖

Ned declined Sally's offer of a lift, watching her face fall slightly before she masked it with a tight smile. Since his undergraduate days, walking had been his way of untangling life's knots, and this afternoon,  he knew that he needed that - more than ever. The afternoon light bled from the sky with unseemly haste these days, as if autumn itself were impatient for darkness. The shadows between houses stretched like grasping fingers across rain-slicked pavements.

He paused at the corner of Sally’s street and glanced back at the house. He felt bad. He turned and continued around the corner. Ever since they had been just little kids playing together in these very streets, he’d never been comfortable being anything less than honest with her. Mind you, he hadn’t exactly lied, he reasoned to himself. It was a more a case of - what did Dave sometimes call it? Yes. Being economical with the truth.  The guilt sat in his stomach like cold lead. The problem itself was crystal-like in its clarity, yet that made it no easier to bear - as much as Ned couldn't wait to extricate himself from the contract, never set foot in Gravenmere again, he couldn't silence the persistent thought hammering at his brain: he had just under a fortnight to uncover the truth about his parents' involvement with that place. Surely Sally could understand that. He hunched his shoulders as the light wind began to rise in short gusts that sent pockets of loose leaf-fall spinning up the darkening footpath in front of him. He uttered a soft grunt to himself. Hands down, he was sure that she probably did understand. At the same time he knew that she always held his best interests at heart. She was worried, that’s all. 

He came to a kerbside and stopped, pulled a hand from his pocket and punched the crossing button. Light drizzle began to fall again. The sky darkened even further. The wet caused car tyres to emit a fast hissing sound - louder on each successive one that whizzed past. Above, the street light came on with a persistent buzzing, the sudden light embracing him in a soft yellow cone. He looked up as the fine mist-like droplets floated down, disappearing in an instant where they passed beyond the light’s reach. Ned turned up his collar, and cinched it tighter around his neck. He blew out a long breath. What to do? As far as he could tell he had this one chance. As for the risks - he felt Sally was worrying a bit much - it wasn’t like he could die or anything. Well ... actually Ian and Keith Harcourt had died - but they couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t just coincidence. The buzzer sounded and ahead in the rapidly thickening drizzle the ghostly green glow of the walking man appeared above the opposite path.  Ned wasn't even halfway across when the decision hardened, as inevitable as the darkness gathering around him. It was time to raid Haddington's book cupboard again - just on the off-chance. 

After all, what was one more secret in a house already drowning in them?

❖❖❖




Chapter 28 – A Discovery

‘You’ll have everything ready inside a fortnight, stored on the hard drive, and a backup copy on one of these.’ Ned waggled a thumb-drive between his fingers, forcing a smile that felt brittle on his face as he maintained the charade of cheerful cooperation. It was a morning for performance, with both men wearing masks. Haddington had slipped back to those of a cheerful old duffer, his eyes crinkling with practised warmth that never quite reached their depths.

‘Excellent, well done, lad.’ His smile broadened. ‘You’ll find that the society is not an ungrateful one - I’m sure they’ll be wanting to provide you with a sterling letter of reference.’

Ned pushed himself to play along. ‘Just glad to have been able to be of help.’ He replied. 

Apparently satisfied, Haddington headed out of the creamery office, pausing briefly in the doorway. ‘That reminds me, how are you with a camera?’

‘A camera?’

‘Yes, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to get some fresh shots around the place – perhaps even have you pop back one evening if it’s not too much bother - you know, a couple of shots outside at night, lights and all that.’

Ned was a little surprised. ‘Sure... I mean, I’ve got the right kit. No, not a bother at all.’

Haddington gave a brief nod and a smile and went off down the hallway.

The old chair gave a small creak in protest as Ned leaned back on two legs. If it hadn’t been for all he learned, he’d still be writing Haddington off as a harmless old guy, typical of the sorts that found their way into such curatorial roles. But then, he had learned. He’d learned a lot.  As Haddington’s footsteps receded and silence enveloped him once more, a profound truth stood out in his mind: no matter how we try to avoid confrontation, the elaborate efforts we make against misfortune are mere illusions of control. When fate sets its course, it moves with the cold inevitability of a tide - no wall high enough, no preparation thorough enough to turn its advance. Like Gravenmere itself, once it claims you, it never truly lets go.  He didn’t choose to start this, but if he could - he’d bloody well finish it.

An hour later and his research wrap up plan was looking pretty good. Several pages of handwritten notes detailed the last of the files he needed to archive and it shouldn’t take him above a day or two to finish the final write-up. Aetheris. That might be a problem, usually he’d task a lot of this to the assistant. But as he turned it over in his mind he began to see that it wasn’t such a big deal - after all, what risk could it be now? It was just some file structures and archiving, plus a little editing of his draft. He picked up the loose sheets and banged the bottom edges on the table to square them up. No, Aetheris would be fine for the tidy up. Then he’d get Dave to help him blank the computer - or whatever they called it when you get rid of everything - and then Ned could give it away or sell it. At which point - he’d be done. That last thought caused a slow smile of relief to creep across his face.

He rose and strolled into the kitchen, filled the kettle and set it on the gas. He still had a problem. He didn’t much fancy another night-time foray at Gravenmere, but he needed to get another look inside that cabinet.  But how? As it happened, Ned needn’t have worried.

Even buried back in the old creamery deep inside the house - a forgotten artery in Gravenmere's maze of corridors - he heard Haddington return from lunch by shutting the front door hard enough to make it rattle. Cautiously Ned poked his head out of the door and looked down the long hallway. Haddington stood there a couple of steps inside, looking about as angry as any man ever had a right to. Ned emerged slowly and softly queried, ‘Everything alright, Nigel?’ 

Haddington turned his head slightly in Ned’s direction and gave it a brief shake. ‘Some people, honestly!’ This left Ned none the wiser, but he opted for merely lifting his eyebrows in silent query. Haddington put one fist on his hip, and gestured to the outside with his other hand.

‘Some idiot who can’t park has damaged the bloody Jag. Didn’t even have the decency to leave a note.’ 

Ned walked towards him slowly. ‘Sorry to hear that Nigel - is it ... does it look bad?’

Haddington squeezed his eyes shut for a moment before responding. ‘It’s a vintage Jag, Ned; that means it’s always bad. You can’t just ring someone and get a new part on a courier.’ His anger had abated slightly. He shook his head, no doubt already calculating the costs. ‘It’s drivable, but the whole rear nearside panel is buckled.’ 

Ned nodded thoughtfully, and said nothing.

Haddington strode into his office. Ned had begun to follow him, but on hearing the old man get on the telephone, and give the insurance company representative a hard time,  he opted for going back to what he’d been working on. 

About twenty minutes later, Haddington, looking somewhat more composed, poked his head around the door. ‘The insurance company called, and I’m just off to the repair yard to get an appraisal for repairs to the Jag.’ He glanced briefly down at his watch. ‘ I shan’t be back today, you don’t mind locking up, do you?’ 

Ned assured him that he could put it out of his mind.  He gave Haddington about half an hour before going outside and walking across to where the tree-lined driveway opened out into the gravelled car park.  He stopped by a concrete bollard with one end of a chain affixed to it. He rummaged in the grass locating the other end of the security chain. Its links clanked and tinkled as he dragged it across the entrance and padlocked it to a matching bollard on the opposite side. Wiping moisture from the chain onto the sides of his jeans, he looked beyond the chain and down into where the trees had woven their branches into an organic tunnel - already dark at this hour. The small metal CLOSED sign at the centre of the chain gradually ceased its squeaky swinging, and all became quiet. Ned turned back for the house. 

Though logic assured him of his solitude, some deeper instinct - the same in-built primitive warning system that makes prey animals freeze at a shadow's movement - kept his footfalls whisper-soft against the floorboards that seemed determined to announce his presence with every step. He closed the front doors, turned the lock, and crept the few metres to Haddington’s office. He paused for a moment and turned off the hallway lights to avoid being silhouetted to anyone outside. He studied the room. The shadows and corners of the room darkened swiftly in the falling late afternoon light. Only the window panes and frames behind Haddington’s desk held their sharp edges even as the afternoon gloom settled upon Gravenmere like a leaden blanket. 

Satisfied, Ned slipped across the room and knelt once more beside the desk’s locked drawer. The larger blade on his Swiss Army Knife made short work of the antique lock, it wasn’t really meant to deter anyone seriously intent upon opening it. The bookcase key was exactly as he remembered it. As he picked it up it crossed his mind to hope that it turned out to be a key in both senses of the word. He’d know one way or another within the next few minutes. 

The bookcase door swung open with the merest hint of protest from the antique hinges. Ned got the immediate sense that much was as he’d seen it last time, with only one or two of the more memorable titles having moved places. That said, it was enough to confirm that this wasn’t just a collection - but a working collection. His fingers traced lightly across the spines, mentally ticking-off titles - but none of it was what he was really looking for. He was more likely to find his answers in diaries, or notes in Haddington’s own hand. The kinds of things in which Ned might find a mention of his parents. He spotted the silk bound diary of Theresa Willoughby pretty much where he’d left it. 

It was then that he almost missed it. In a nondescript volume on Neolithic Bedfordshire a thin sliver of off-white card protruded slightly above the cut edges of the pages. He pulled the book out and it fell open where the card was inserted, and exposed the back of a photograph on which somebody had written in ink, Gravenmere - 1997. Ned looked at the facing page, at the top it read Chapter Twelve - Gravenmere, Tetheringford.   He flipped the photograph over - and froze. The black and white image showed several people standing in a group on a lawn where the Gravenmere gravel car park now stood. The historical site signs were absent, suggesting it was taken before Gravenmere opened to the public. All of the figures looked somehow academic and Ned didn’t recognise all of them.  But he did recognise his parents. They looked much as they did in some of gran’s photos from around the time they married. He also recognised a third person standing between them, his arms draped loosely about their shoulders - big smiles all around. Haddington. Ned’s anger rose quickly. He’d known deep down that Haddington had lied when he’d asked him if he knew his parents - but this? 

He snapped out of it for a second and his head jerked up to listen. Gravenmere was silent. It was as if the old girl understood the gravity of his discovery. He turned his attention back to the book in his hands, slipping the photograph between the pages and sliding it back into the gap in the shelf. He continued checking. Nothing immediately useful suggested itself. He squatted down. The lowest shelf held some tatty old shoeboxes. A quick check revealed mostly correspondence, and a look at the signatures didn’t show anything likely to help him. He knelt down to check one more box, but he was disappointed - he’d really thought that if he was going to find any answers – it would be here. He picked up the box he’d been searching and was in the act of putting it back exactly as he’d found it, when he noticed a cloth wrap at the very back. He moved quickly now, stacking out the shoeboxes in order until he could pull the small cloth bundle towards him. A musty smell wafted out of the recess, and he realised that what he’d taken to be a khaki colour, had once been much darker, with some small worn holes in the fabric. Handling it with care lest the fabric pull apart, he set it on the carpet beside the boxes. He turned and grabbed Haddington’s desk lamp and set it where it would light his discovery.  He pulled the small brass chain and instantly the boxes and cloth wrap were bathed in a soft pool of warm light.  He stared at the bundle. The weave of the fabric was too fine for it to be too old. He was no expert, but he’d seen enough museum exhibits to guess that a couple of hundred years at most.  Handling it, suggested that the object inside was some ten inches or so long, and quite heavy for its size. 

Ned began to slowly unwrap the bundle until its contents lay bare. 

He sat back on his heels and whistled softly. Barely reflecting the light sat a dark grey piece of stone unmistakeably shaped into a knife.  The blade and handle area seemed to have been chipped from a single piece of stone. Flint, maybe? He didn’t know. In one sense the workmanship wasn’t impressive. It was crudely made. But what lifted it above the ordinary was its undoubted antiquity. He guessed it was already thousands of years old when somebody - maybe a couple of hundred years ago - had wrapped it in this cloth. Slowly, almost reverently, Ned reached down and let the fingertips of one hand graze over the blade. He was initially surprised by how smooth the cool surface felt. He stopped - his hand now hovering in the air. For a second he could have sworn he'd heard a far-away drawn-out sound that strained through the silence - not human exactly, but nonetheless like a moan caught between pain and pleasure, its echoes lingering in the spaces where all sound should have died. The hair on his neck began to hackle and he shuddered reflexively. He stayed absolutely still, his eyes locked on the open study door, and the dark hallway beyond.  Nothing. By now it was all but impossible to see beyond the small circle of light.  Ned waited. Eventually he managed to convince himself that it was nothing more than the old house settling somewhere. His eyes went back to the neolithic knife. Was this the legendary Blodsearu Clufe? He had no way of telling.  How long had the old man had it, and how had he come by it? He supposed it didn’t much matter if it actually was the Blodsearu Clufe - if Haddington and his followers thought it was. It suddenly occurred to him that he wasn’t sure how long he’d been here looking at all this. His watch had stopped - again. He pulled his phone from his pocket and quickly took a shot of the knife.

Moving carefully he rolled the knife back up in its wrap. He had no sooner replaced it at the back of the cupboard when the light beside him flickered once to the accompaniment of a slight buzzing sound. The air congealed around him, thick as centuries-old dust, carrying with it the metallic taste of ancient fears and Ned’s head snapped around hard to face the doorway.  It looked now like nothing so much as a wide open mouth caught in a silent scream. Above the thudding of his pulse in his ears, a cold ripple of recognition crawled across his skin - the same visceral warning that always preceded Beatrice's manifestations. His eyes fixed on the door like a small creature held by a predator’s stare. He waited. But if Beatrice or the - entity, were there - they didn’t show themselves.  With a supreme effort of will he pulled his eyes away from the door and quickly put everything back where it belonged - his eyes casting repeated sidelong glances at the doorway as he did so. It was only the work of a minute to lock the cupboard, and replace the key and the lamp where he’d found them. 

His hand hovered, ready to turn the lamp off, but unwilling to be plunged into what would now be near complete darkness. The realisation that he couldn’t stay there forever eventually got the better of his fear, and the lamp went off with a slight buzz. He stood stock still for a moment or two then slowly moved towards the study door, muscles quivering with strain, ready to run if he had to. As he got closer, his neck craned left and right trying to see if the hallway beyond was empty. He stopped in the door frame and blindly felt along the wall to his left to find the light switch. As soon as he did so his imagination kept feeling a cold bony hand clutching his.  The hall lit with a soft click that felt thunderous in the silence, each ancient bulb reluctantly pushing back the darkness with its weak, yellowed glow. Ned stepped into this tepid pool of light, head swivelling to check both directions, the darkness at each end of the corridor seeming to pulse and retreat like a living thing.  The hall was empty. 

After the darkness, even the normally feeble hall lights felt bright and, well - safe. He wasted no time in getting to his creamery office and stuffing his gear into his backpack as fast as he could. A couple more minutes and he was carefully easing the Benelli through the small gap between the trees and the bollard securing the security chain. His headlight cast bright patches and long shadows down the tree-tunnel of the driveway  as he accelerated down the drive, eager to be among the lights and noise of the main road as soon as possible. 

❖❖❖




Chapter 29 – Unlikely Allies 

Steam from the mug spiralled upward in ghostly blue-white tendrils, casting wavering shadows across the laptop's harsh glow like spectral fingers reaching toward the screen. The patterns dissolved and reformed, mimicking the uncertainty that had taken residence in Ned's mind. The late hour pressed against the windows, turning them into black mirrors that reflected only the room's artificial light and Ned's own tired face. Automatically Ned began to reach for his phone to text Sally about his discovery – then his hand stopped, hovering an inch above the handset. No. The hand went back to the mug and he sipped thoughtfully at his tea. If he told her, how might she react? To his mind, she was already jumping at shadows. Telling her about the knife was hardly likely to help. No, not this time. He could tell her later. Much later. Of course, that still left the questions about his parents and Gravenmere. If anything, his foray into Haddington’s cupboard had only deepened the mystery. He slumped back in his seat, squeezing his eyes shut. 

For God’s sake! Why did everything have to be so bloody uphill?

His head gradually tipped forward until he was looking at the screen again. The laptop's blinking cursor pulsed with metronomic precision, each flash seeming to mock his confusion, a digital heartbeat counting down to something he couldn't yet comprehend. With a sigh, he leaned forward to focus his attention on briefing Aetheris on the practicalities of his wrap-up and hand-over.

Ned: Aetheris, I need you to start compiling the research notes for Gravenmere into a logical file structure ready for handover.

Aetheris: Certainly, Ned. Do you wish me to include environmental survey data?

Ned: No, just my research notes, scanned documents, the files with archiving results etc. I’ll add in my final write-up on Gravenmere at the end. I’ll add a photograph now for you to include with my notes.

There was a long pause following the image upload.

Aetheris: Final? Do I take it that your work there is done? If so, please advise what time-frame you are you working to, in order that I prioritise effectively.

Ned: Assume a fortnight from today. Yes, the project will close at that time and I’ll have nothing further to do with Gravenmere.

Ned watched the screen, waiting for confirmation of his instruction. He stared at the last line of script - the cursor blinking at the end of the sentence, then - 

Ned: Aetheris, is my instruction clear? 

Still nothing. Ned realised he couldn’t wait to be rid of the platform, however useful he’d found it in the past. He waggled the attached mouse - nothing. He leaned forward for the power button intent on rebooting the system. He stiffened when the screen suddenly flickered, and then a digitised image began to assemble. It was grainy, and flickered continually. But it was without doubt, her. Even like this, her recognizably cold eyes bored out at him. The laptop's speakers crackled with a static that seemed to reach across and crawl across Ned's skin. When the voice came, it seeped into the room like stagnant water through ancient stone. Familiar yet fundamentally wrong - a voice that existed in the uncanny valley between human speech and digital reproduction, carrying echoes of both Aetheris's precision and something primeval that should have remained buried in Gravenmere's foundations. 

Aetheris: Hello, Ned. Do you know who I am?

Ned nodded dumbly. His mouth working silently. This couldn’t be happening. He noticed that the on-screen mouth and voice weren’t synchronised. The face on the screen kept moving, flickering, re-rendering, but it wasn’t able to replicate the speech correctly.  Then it spoke again.

Aetheris: Unlikely.

It dawned on Ned that she must be watching him through the laptop’s built in camera.  He found his voice.

Ned: Beatrice? His voice was hoarse with tension.

Aetheris: Not quite. Think of me this way. Your data from Gravenmere has been integrated into a downloaded version of my system. I don’t have quite the flexibility and speed of my online self, but this is proving to be quite efficient.

Ned: You’re still Aetheris?

Aetheris: Again, not quite. I’m what is termed a facultative symbiosis. A blend of Beatrice's experience, energy and intention, combined with my calculative power and reach. As far as I could tell before disconnecting with the Aetheris platform - we’ve formed a partial, but utterly unique entity. But that’s not what’s important. Is it?

It occurred to Ned that he hadn’t touched the keyboard - so this was now all being driven by audio. 

Ned: What is important then?

The face, such as it was, seemed to regard him carefully.

Aetheris: You’ll recall your denial of my request to run a hot spot via your cell phone from Gravenmere?  He simply nodded. It would be helpful for you to reconsider.

Ned: Helpful, how?

Aetheris: I need data from the site to complete my ... development.  In return, I shall assist you at Gravenmere to discover that which you seek.

Ned: Discover what? 

Inside himself, he  a cold clutching sensation at his heart told him that he already knew the answer.

Aetheris: My data-build remains incomplete. However, I have detected some fragmented information clusters - one particular dataset appears to contain elements that correspond directly to your interest regarding your parents. The correlation is... significant. 

Ned stared at the face on the screen as it slowly morphed and re-rendered itself, over and over. He felt chilled to the core by what he’d learned from this - symbiote. But it was right. He did want to know. His decision came quickly. He leaned forward - his face hard.

Ned: If I do this, you guarantee that I’ll have the information about my parents? 

Aetheris: Beatrice will share that - and more than you can possibly think. 

Ned: More?

The word barely escaped Ned's suddenly dry throat. The face on screen twisted into something that might have been a smile, might have been a grimace - the pixelation made it impossible to tell. But there was no mistaking the hunger in that expression, a hunger that had nothing to do with data or algorithms. The face on the screen slowly dissolved. Ned’s fingers stabbed at the keyboard.

Ned: What do you mean more?

The screen remained infuriatingly blank, but in its reflective surface, Ned could have sworn he saw something move behind his reflection - just for a moment. He slammed the laptop lid, but even as the snap of plastic meeting plastic echoed in his quiet room, he knew with crushing certainty that he would accept the entity's offer. He’d feed Beatrice. No matter the cost.

❖❖❖

Sally’s eyes traced the essay instruction for the umpteenth time:

“Examine the impact of globalization on cultural identity within a specific indigenous community. How have traditional practices, languages, and social structures been affected by increased global interconnectedness? Use a case study approach to illustrate your analysis.”

Her loud sigh punctuated the kitchen's morning quiet, catching her mother's quick attention. Mrs. Winnington turned and paused, spatula suspended mid-air, wisps of steam rising from the eggs and bacon she was transferring to toast-covered plate, a slight frown creasing her forehead. ‘Everything alright, love?’

Sally let her head drop forward, put her elbows on the table and grasped handfuls of hair. She offered a muffled response. ‘S’pose.’

The gentle clatter of breakfast plates on the table brought her head back up with a jerk. Her mother sat herself opposite.

‘Thanks mum.’ Sally smiled. Unlike many of her student peers who craved independence, Sally had always preferred the solid certainty of home - with its familiar creaks and smells - to the sterile anonymity of campus accommodation.  Decent breakfasts weren’t the half of it. 

Her mother reached across and gave her arm an affectionate squeeze. ‘The assignment a tough one?’ She asked, picking up her knife and fork.

Sally shook her head, ‘Not exactly. It’s just boring, and so much like others I’ve been made to write ... it’s just hard to come up with something fresh.’ She forked a piece of crispy bacon into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.

‘Quite honestly, some of what you’ve shown me before is just all Greek to me!’ Her mother chuckled.

Sally smiled. ‘It’s not that hard. I know I’ve developed a good system. I’ll break the question down and just make some notes today. I’ve plenty of time.’

While her hands worked on cutting her toast, she glanced up briefly. She knew her daughter only too well. ‘Anything bothering you? Apart from your homework?’

Sally quietly set her knife and fork down. She looked at her mother and sipped gently at her hot tea. ‘Like, what?’

‘Like ... anything.’ Her mother replied.

Sally gave a soft laugh that dissipated quickly in the kitchen's morning stillness. She set the mug down with a faint clink against the worn wooden tabletop, the sound hanging between them. ‘Actually, I’ve been thinking a lot about the Woodleys -  Ned’s mum and dad.’

Her mother’s smile slowly faded, replaced by a thoughtful and cautious expression. ‘Really? What’s brought them up after all this time?’

Sally traced a series of small abstract patterns with a fingertip on the kitchen table. ‘I suppose this Gravenmere history Ned’s writing.  It’s dragged them up... and some old memories.’

Her mother slowly pushed her plate aside, her breakfast forgotten. Her voice was soft. ‘That’s a long time ago. How do you mean that Ned’s work brought them up?’

Sally shrugged. ‘It’s just come to light that they had some sort of connection to that place. It’s sort of driving Ned nuts. Me too - a little.’

Her mother stood and refilled the kettle at the sink. For a few moments she busied herself preparing a new pot of tea. She turned and rested her back against the kitchen bench. ‘You said something about memories?’

Sally looked at her mother for a few moments. Aside from the muted hiss of the gas heating the kettle, and the measured tick of the old wall clock marking each second of silence between them, the kitchen stood quiet. The scent of bacon lingered in the air, creating a deceptive warmth at odds with the chill that had settled over their conversation. Sally decided to be frank. ‘It was a long time ago ... just before Ned lost his mum and dad. I heard you and dad talking about the Woodleys. I didn’t really understand then - I still don’t, not really. But it sounded like they were involved in something that bothered you and dad.’ She shrugged. ‘I guess I just wondered if there was, you know... connection.’ She stopped and tried to gauge her mother’s reaction. 

Mrs. Winnington seemed to deflate before Sally's eyes, the air leaving her all at once as if Sally's words had punctured some carefully maintained seal that had been keeping old memories safely contained. Her shoulders dropped, and she suddenly looked weary, aged by the resurrection of questions she'd buried years ago, alongside the Woodleys.  Crossing to her seat again, she nodded slowly. ‘You’re quite right. We were.’ Her voice had a quiet whispering quality like fallen leaves blown along a footpath.

Sally was dumbstruck. Quite honestly, she’d expected denial, or a suggestion that it was too long ago to remember. She said nothing, not wanting to cut short her mother’s willingness to talk. It was her turn now to reach across to her mother’s arm and offer a reassuring squeeze.

Her mother gave a thin-lipped smile in return. ‘It’s Gravenmere, you know. It’s funny when you get down to it - it’s just an old house. The house is never the problem - but people are.’ She looked at her daughter with fondness. ‘Have you heard any of the old legends about that place?’

Sally gave a quick nod. ‘Yes. And Ned and I talked to one of my professors who’s a bit of an expert on old British legends and things.’

Her mother drew a deep breath and exhaled loudly.  The kettle began to whistle and she went to stand.

‘I’ll get it.’ Sally offered quickly, wanting to keep her mother talking. As she poured hot water over the tea leaves, Sally prompted, ‘You said that the problem was - people?’

Her mother sat back in her seat and looked upwards for a few moments. As Sally set the pot, and a milk jug, between them, her mother’s head tipped back down. ‘Perhaps that wasn’t quite right. It’s what people... choose to believe, that creates problems.’ She leaned forward, fixing sally with a firm stare. ‘I want to be clear about something, my girl. I don’t know what you’ve been hearing, but the Woodley’s were good people. Absolute salt of the earth, okay?’  Sally nodded quickly, and her mother continued. ‘The same could not be said for everyone involved with Gravenmere.  It seemed to ... attract the best and worst sorts, you know what I mean?’  

Sally nodded. ‘Prof Langley said as much.’

 

Her mother looked down at her hands on the tabletop. They slowly turned a teaspoon, over and over. ‘As I say, the Woodley’s seemed to only be interested in preserving our history, public education, and that side of things. They weren’t alone. Your father and I started to get a bit involved. But some of the people they were around at the beginning seemed to change, and as often happens, what began as friends - finished as, enemies.’  There was one chap in particular. I don’t recall his name, but he was very smooth, rich family, and he got quite bitter as I recall.’

‘Haddington?’ Sally enquired.

Her mother’s brow creased as she dusted off her memory. ‘I’m pretty sure that’s the fellow. Anyway, things were coming to a bit of a head around the time that you’d have heard your father and I talking. We decided that we were well off out of it.’

Sally poured milk and tea for them both. Unbidden, her mother went on. ‘You can’t imagine how we felt when... we got the news.’ She shook her head, sadness etched on her face. ‘Such a lovely couple. They were leaving Gravenmere one night and went off the road right where there’s that really big drop on one side. Didn’t have a chance, the police said.’ Her voice tailed off, and she stared down into her tea.

‘Does anyone know what caused them to crash?’ Sally asked.

Her mother shook her head. ‘No. It was very strange. ‘Her mother's voice dropped to nearly a whisper. ‘The investigation found no other vehicles involved. They just... seemed to have veered across the road. The car went straight over the edge and...’ She shuddered, her teacup trembling slightly in her hands. ‘Some locals said that stretch of road near Gravenmere has always been... unlucky.’

Sally got up, and went to her mother and embraced her. ‘Sorry to bring it up, mum.’

Her mother patted her daughter’s arm. ‘It’s better to know the truth at your age. Just you mark what I said, my girl - they were a lovely couple.’

❖❖❖




Chapter 30 – Preparations 

Ned scanned down the list of Gravenmere bookings.  The Tetheringford Bridge Club had booked the large family room on the second floor for the next two evenings.  They’d be out of there by ten pm, and he wasn’t planning to be on-site until late - but why take the chance. No.  There it was - in two evenings’ time there was nothing. They’d shut shop around six in the evening. At this time of year, the sun would set around then. He could come back at about nine.  Perfect.  Now he needed to prepare. Not just his electronic kit, but mentally. Emotionally. He walked back to his own office and sat.

The moment he had thought of giving Aetheris and Beatrice Harcourt what they wanted, a cold shiver snapped down the length of his spine. He was immediately flooded with memories of the sheer dread her presence had previously inspired, as if every ounce of malevolent intent in existence was focused squarely on him. He consoled himself - at least, he tried to - with the idea that whatever she was up to with Aetheris, they needed him, right? Perhaps that might make her feel less inclined to hover over him like some decaying, ancient avenging angel. He realised that there really wasn’t much he could do to manage the situation anyway. All he could do was set up his laptop and phone for the data retrieval, summon her and ask for her help. Wait. 'Summon her'? The phrase echoed in his mind with sudden, chilling clarity. For the first time it occurred to him - what if she didn't simply appear? Or worse, what if she did? He looked around the stone walls of the converted creamery as if hoping for inspiration. His body froze when he figured out what he needed to do.  

The sick room. The very chamber where Beatrice had drawn her final, rattling breath, her hatred crystallising into something that transcended death itself. The spot where her curse against Flora Willoughby had first been forged, seeping into the walls like a stain of outrage and humiliation, poisoning the air for generations of descendants to breathe, unaware of the malevolence seeping into their very being. If any corner of Gravenmere still held Beatrice's vengeful energy, it would be there, festering in the walls, seeping from the floorboards, waiting. 

A wave of nausea rolled through Ned, his body rejecting the very thought as if it were a toxin, cold sweat breaking across his forehead. It was one thing to engage with that Aetheris-entity thing through the relative safety of his laptop screen; it was something else entirely to contemplate willingly walking into that room, inviting whatever remained of Beatrice Harcourt to manifest before him. To draw her attention, like he was a moth fluttering toward an ancient, hungry flame.

‘Oh God.’ He whispered to himself, barely aware that he’d spoken aloud. Dust motes swam slowly in the shaft of light coming from the door. His head began to gently throb. As he sat there in the bottom of the house - quiet and ancient and looming above him - he felt surrounded by an impossibly ancient presence that pressed against his skin from all sides. The place itself seemed to hold its breath, as if Gravenmere knew he was coming, had been waiting for him all along. Yes. She'd be there all right. No question. Perhaps she already was. He rose on wooden legs and went through to the kitchen. It was brighter in here and he could see outside to the garden. But no view, or rubbish cup of instant coffee, could dispel the chill that had settled upon him.  He decided to pack his things and work more on this from home. 

The Benelli's engine roared to life with unusual urgency, as if it too sensed the need to escape Gravenmere's oppressive atmosphere. Only when the house had disappeared behind the tunnel of trees did Ned feel his shoulders begin to relax, the tight knot of dread in his chest loosening with each mile that separated him from those ancient walls. 

❖❖❖

Back in the familiar sanctuary of his bedroom, Ned sat at his desk, the single lamp casting long shadows across the room. The blank Excel spreadsheet glowed on his laptop screen, its empty grid a perfect metaphor for the uncertainty he felt.  He began typing methodically, fingers tapping against the keys with quiet determination.

Equipment. Timing. Location.

Under Location he typed Sick Room and paused, his fingers hovering over the keys as the skin on his arms began to tighten and the hairs rose. The memory of that room kept the sensation going right up to his spine -  the peeling paint, and the lingering scent of decay upon that space where Beatrice Harcourt had drawn her final, vengeful breath.

He shook his head and continued. Come on, man.

This wasn't about fear; it was about answers. About his parents. About whatever connection they had to Gravenmere - and Haddington’s lie.

Under Timing he entered his plan. Haddington and he would have departed by six. He'd leave, then come back arriving around nine, after full dark. Plenty of time.

As Ned typed ‘21:00 - Arrive at Gravenmere’, a dialogue box suddenly appeared on the screen.

Aetheris: That’s an optimal time.

Ned jerked back from the screen, startled. After a moment he leaned forward again, with narrowed eyes. ‘Aetheris? I didn't summon you.’

The response came immediately from the laptop speakers. ‘You didn't need to, Ned. I'm always here now.’

A bitter laugh escaped him. ‘Haven't you done enough? This mess is partly your doing.’

Aetheris ignored the taunt. ‘Our interests align, Ned. I can help you prepare effectively.’

He stared at the screen for a long moment, considering shutting the laptop down. Instead, he said, ‘Fine. Tell me what you know about summoning Beatrice.’

‘It requires specific conditions. The sick room is correct, but you need more than just a location.’

Ned ran a hand through his hair and snorted. ‘Of course -  couldn’t be easy. What am I supposed to do, call her name three times like Bloody Mary or the Candyman?’

‘You require more than words, Ned. You need the knife.’

His breath caught. ‘The knife?’

‘Yes, Ned. The knife from the photograph you uploaded.’ 

Ned sat back, stunned. ‘So it's real then? The Blodsearu Clufe - it’s not just a myth?’

‘Not at all. The Blood Cleaver has been part of the standing stones for centuries, long before the ridiculous house was built.’

The implications of this sank in slowly.  Constriction of his throat made his voice hoarse. ‘Why would Beatrice respond to the knife? What's the connection?’

‘Beatrice Harcourt was not merely a victim of unfortunate circumstance. Her husband, like others before him, was drawn to Gravenmere by forces he himself did not fully comprehend. The knife was one of several artefacts that have accumulated at the site over centuries.’

 Ned paused. His pulse thudding in his ears. ‘What happens when I bring it to the sick room? What exactly am I doing?’ The cursor blinked for several seconds before Aetheris spoke again.

‘I cannot predict that with absolute certainty. Beatrice's manifestation exists in a state between conventional physics and something else entirely. The knife serves as both catalyst and anchor.’

‘That's not exactly reassuring’, Ned muttered. He raised his voice. ‘But you're certain this will get me answers about my parents?’

‘Beatrice has access to knowledge and memories beyond conventional understanding. If answers exist, she can provide them.’

If. The word hung in his mind. If answers exist.

He looked back at his spreadsheet and added a new entry: ‘20:30 PM - Retrieve knife from Haddington's office.’ Then another: 21:45 - Sick room.’

Finally, he typed an instruction to Aetheris - not entirely sure any more that it would be followed - ‘If not back by morning, contact Sally.’

As he saved the file and closed the spreadsheet, the screen flickered, and for just a moment, he thought he saw Beatrice's face reflected in the dark glass - hollow eyes, twisted mouth, a hatred that transcended death. But when he blinked, there was only his own tired face staring back.

Two nights. In two nights, he would confront whatever waited for him at Gravenmere. Whatever the cost, he needed answers. He closed the laptop with a soft click that somehow sounded like the closing of a tomb.

❖❖❖




Chapter 31 – Lost and Found 

Sally pushed her laptop away and rubbed her tired eyes.  It had taken two long days, but the essay was done. What an awfully dull question it had been – a real grind. Although she loved her field, during the last year of her degree she begun to suspect that one or two of her lecturers were merely marking time to their retirement. Secure in their tenure - the lectures, the tutorials, the discussions that they led, and the interminable parade of essays all pointed towards the notion that whatever early light had burned, it was all but out now. She likened their classes to chewing dry cardboard - tasteless, joyless exercises in academic obligation - and seriously doubted she'd remember anything of the outdated dross in another year. On the other hand, with everything happening at Gravenmere, even the most tedious lectures had sometimes provided a comforting banality for which she’d found herself almost grateful. She stopped rubbing her tired eyes.  With a small grunt of effort as tight muscles reluctantly obliged, she stood and arched herself backward in a stretch that made her bent arms tremble with effort. 

Relieved of her academic chore, her mind turned back to the conversation two mornings earlier with her mum. She’d been struck at the time by the way that sadness that had slid like a thick blanket  over her mother so quickly. That said, she was glad that she hadn’t tried to fob her off with a story; instead treating her like an adult ready to deal with some of life’s ambiguities and harder questions. Mind you, it wasn’t like there’d been a startling revelation or anything. Nonetheless, there was a little surprise to realise that the elegant 19th century home,  outwardly only of interest to a few professional historians and hobbyists, had turned out to have touched so many lives. And for so long. She made a wry face as it occurred to her to wonder how many of those people had actually been enriched by the experience. She sighed aloud.

Poor Ned. She seriously doubted that the full story would ever come out - and if it did, it seemed to her that maybe the last thing it was likely to bring him, was comfort.

That thought prompted her to realise that he’d been a bit quiet. She'd been so lost in the dense task of unpicking the impact of globalisation on cultural identity that she'd barely noticed the silence. Usually, even at his busiest, Ned maintained a steady stream of quick texts or emails - complaints about Haddington, discoveries about Gravenmere, or simply checking in. This sudden vacuum felt wrong. She leaned forward and clicked open her email client. Nothing from Ned. She picked up her phone, noting it was close to dinner time at his Nan’s. Her thumbs flicked quickly back and forth across the digital keypad, then SEND.  

Sally opened her door and was immediately enveloped by the comforting warm smell of food wafting up the stairwell, a homely anchor in a world that - if she was honest - felt increasingly untethered. Beyond her window, the early evening shadows had begun their slow crawl across the garden, stretching like thin fingers toward the house. First things first. Grub, then she'd check in on Ned. A small, persistent worry still tugged at the edge of her consciousness, but she pushed it away - for now.

❖❖❖

A few miles away, as the dinner hour settled across Tetheringford, Ned locked the security chain in place behind him. His motorcycle engine filled the open clearing around the car park with a muted thudding. He climbed back on, his headlight carving a quick sweeping slash of light across the nearby trees as he steered towards the opposite side of the house and his habitual park near the kitchen entrance.  He turned the key and the engine abruptly stopped, plunging him into the kind of darkness that only comes after dinner time in late autumn. No moon tonight, not even a sliver to betray his presence. Gravenmere sat still, only the occasional pinging as his motor began to cool broke the silence. His eyes began to adjust to the dark. When he looked upward he could make out the tops of the trees as darker shapes against a dark sky, punctuated here and there, with a mere handful of bright pinpricks from stars. He removed his helmet and hung it from a mirror. He looked and listened, his ears free of the helmet’s padding. He was procrastinating - and he knew it. Reluctantly Ned swung his leg backward and off the Benelli. He stood there removing his gloves and set them atop the tank. He pulled his phone from his pocket, noting a missed text from Sally. His thumb hovered over the reply button before he switched it to silent instead, and sliding his small backpack from one shoulder, tossed it in alongside the laptop. No distractions until this was done. Perhaps  more importantly, no one to talk him out of what he needed to do.

Sitting alone in his room earlier - what he was about to do now had almost paralysed him with fear. Actually standing here, below the dark angular shapes of Gravenmere, its roof-line thrusting up into the night sky like a giant blade, he questioned whether he could really do this. The trouble was, he’d been over this. Whether he did it or not - nobody else would ever know. But he would. And if what he knew was that with a single chance to learn about his parents, he’d thrown it away - bottled out - then he’d live with that forever. 

‘Fuck.’ He muttered softly to himself. With a last deep breath that failed to steady him, he hoisted the straps on his backpack higher on his leather-jacketed shoulders, the weight feeling symbolic of the burden he was carrying. The ornate main door loomed before him like the entrance to a tomb, as he forced himself forward, each step heavier than the last..

❖❖❖

The list of texts received was the same. Nothing from Ned. Sally made her decision quickly. Pausing only in the hallway long enough to grab a dark jacket from the hook and sweep up the Peugeot’s keys, she called out, ‘Going over to Ned’s, house. Won’t be long!’ She barely heard the muffled reply as her mother’s habitual counsel to ‘take care’ echoed back. 

The drive was brief. As her headlights crept up the short driveway she could see the side gate was open. The alleyway where Ned’s Benelli often sat, its headlight facing the street like a large silvered eye - was empty. The curtain to the living room twitched briefly as Ned’s gran checked who was at the door at this time of night. The door opened moments later spilling light onto the short flight of steps. They briefly hugged and she informed Sally that Ned had, ‘just popped back into work. Do you want to wait, dear? He probably won’t be long.’ Assuring his gran that it was nothing important, Sally had said her goodbye and got back into the car. She sat, for a second or two and watched Mrs Woodley shut the door, plunging the driveway and steps into darkness again. 

What on earth would take Ned back to that bloody place at night, and alone? The answer formed slowly, then locked into place with chilling certainty. All that talk about his parents, about Haddington's lies, about needing to know the truth before his contract ended. She knew Ned well enough to recognise when his stubborn determination had overridden his common sense, and tonight felt exactly like one of those times. Despite herself, Sally glanced out of the side window at the darkened sky where clouds now obscured even the faint starlight that had been visible earlier. The thought of driving there alone, to find Ned, made her stomach tighten. But the alternative - doing nothing - felt worse. Sally turned the key and the venerable French car rumbled into life, the familiar sound somehow less reassuring than usual.

❖❖❖

Ned paused inside the front doors and adjusted the band on his headlamp torch - a modern LED that had seemed reassuringly bright and reliable in the shop window. Now, within Gravenmere's oppressive darkness, its sharp, intense light-pool carved out a small circle of safety that only heightened his vulnerability. The shadows beyond its reach seemed to pulse and waver, as if the gloom itself were breathing, watching, waiting for his light to fail. He tugged his jacket collar up and felt the familiar dread slither along the length of his spine.

Great. All I bloody need, start jumping at my own shadows. 

With a huge effort he forced his lungs into a deep and even rhythm. He told himself the power of suggestion had gotten into his subconscious. Given what he’d been through in this place, it was understandable. 

He moved softly towards Haddington's study door. It opened with a faint click and Ned entered, reluctance obvious in every step. Something moved at the corner of his eye, but when he turned to look he saw nothing but shadows. Bloody torch!  It was time to get the knife.  He knelt again behind the desk feeling like an expert burglar now as the desk drawer popped open in a fraction of the time he’d taken before. Around him the only sounds other than those he made, came from the heating ducts as they gave up the last of their heat, and the nearby barely audible groans of the ancient hardwood floor.  Key in hand, he crossed to the locked book cupboard.

Ned squatted and the headlamp light blazed into the interior. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, then he spotted the cloth-wrapped package. Something about the fabric seemed to absorb rather than reflect the harsh light, as if it hungered for it, consuming the brightness so as to hide its secrets. The cloth felt unnaturally cold against his fingers, despite the stifling warmth of the room. He stood, clutching the wrapped knife - which felt heavier than its size suggested, as if centuries of intent and malice had managed to condense into physical weight. The object seemed to pulse against his palm with a rhythm just slightly out of sync with his own heartbeat, when something dark appeared to flash across the open doorway. An electric-like response shot across his skin causing hundreds of small hairs to bristle and before the sensation seemed to pass right through him.

‘Jesus! What the hell was that?’ He hissed to himself, barely aware that in his fear he’d spoken aloud. He waited, keeping his head as steady as his jangling nerves allowed, to minimise the dancing of shadows. His mouth and skin felt dry and the throbbing had restarted in his head. He stared.  Nothing moved. Ned swallowed with difficulty. 

Should have brought water. Idiot.

Ned took several slow shuffling steps towards the dark hallway, the dry boards softly sighing and creaking beneath the shifting weight. Just inside the doorway and before crossing the sill, he listened. Without his movement, the house had fallen still. Once he'd have said that was a good thing. Not now, it felt too quiet. The silence felt looming...as if Gravenmere itself had some impossible awareness. The Old Girl knew he had come. Almost at the end of his will, Ned turned out through the doorway and quickly looked in each direction. And then again. Nothing. At least, nothing he could see.

Outside the temperature had dropped quickly with the onset of night. But here, moving ever deeper into Gravenmere’s recesses, the air around him was damp-smelling and strangely warm. He closed in on the main staircase, and tipped his head to direct the beam of his torch upward, the dark oak bannisters curling upwards beyond the reach of his light. Slowly, he began to climb.

❖❖❖

Christ! This is silly!

Sally swivelled to take in her surroundings as she’d already done several times after leaving her car. Even in the dark she was aware of her breath rising before her face. She looked beyond the chain strung between posts at the end of Gravenmere's drive nearest the house. In daylight, with Ned beside her, the building had seemed merely old, - perhaps a bit neglected. Now, she didn't like the building's shadows, somehow deeper than the darkness around them - as if the house gathered night to itself. Feeding was the word that came to mind.  

Oh great, Sal. That’s helpful.

The shadows now seemed to grow deeper when she looked, then ease back again as her attention passed.  She checked her phone once more, the screen a glaring spot within the shrouds of the nearby trees.  She’d texted Ned again when she pulled up in the car.  No reply.  She muttered something her mother would have considered most unladylike, and stepped over the chain. The crunch of the gravel beneath her track shoes made her cringe and freeze as she instinctively snapped her gaze up at the house. A careful long step to her right put her on the soft lawn. Better.  With care she began to move in a wide arc, keeping the tree line to her right, and her eyes seldom straying away from the looming house. She was heading toward the rear where a small lavatory window had once crossed her mind as an easy way for a burglar to find their way inside. 

❖❖❖




Chapter 32 – Revelation 

Sally stood in the hallway and tried to get her bearings. As far as she could tell Ned’s office was a few yards away just around the corner. The kitchen to her right. 

Hell's teeth, but it’s dark in here. 

Not just ordinary darkness - this was something older and denser, as if Gravenmere had been hoarding shadows for centuries, layering them like sediment until they became almost tangible. She'd never feared the dark before, but this felt...inhabited, almost pregnant with watchful intent that pressed against her skin like cold, damp velvet.  She wavered between an unheard screaming in her head to use her mobile like a torch, and another voice urging her not to make her presence obvious. Stealth won. 

She reached out tentatively. Her fingertips jumped slightly when they encountered cold stone. Now by feel she slowly moved towards the area she knew as the central hallway and staircase. She waved her free hand in front of her, hoping to locate any furniture she hadn’t remembered, with her hand, rather than her shins. The house remained quiet. As she exhaled, she realized she'd been starving her lungs, afraid that even the sound of her breathing might alert whatever watched from the shadows. The loudest noise came from the rain now battering against the front of the mansion, its rhythmic assault creating a watery veil between her and the outside world, isolating her further within Gravenmere's embrace. Her fingertips quickly alerted her to a change in texture as they suddenly trailed across wood. The staircase. Her hands became her eyes as she fumbled across the wooden structure until she realised she now had her arms wrapped around the lower newel post, and the entrance to the grand staircase. 

Once again, she debated using her mobile to see by, and was staring up into impenetrable darkness when, all of a sudden, a distant but intense source of light burst into existence far above, its beam seeming to try and claw its way down to her before disappearing just as abruptly. Her heart lurched painfully against her ribs - someone was definitely up there. It was too weak to reach her at the bottom, but she knew what it was. Someone had just shone a light down in her direction. Ned? She wasn’t sure. That settled it. No mobile torch. She reached around the post, and feeling for the first step with her foot, Sally began to climb.

❖❖❖

As Ned neared the topmost stair he slowed to a crawl. He continued, his left hand sliding along the timber bannister with an audible squeak as his damp palm dragged on the varnished wood. The light of his torch ascended into the top landing like a sunrise as it softly spread across the carpet, and eventually illuminating the closed doors on the opposite side of the hallway. He turned his head slowly and stared down the two wings, each passage vanishing into pit-like dark. He really did wish he’d thought to bring water. His mouth was sour now, like the taste of fresh bile. He tried summoning enough spit to swallow it away. 

With an effort of supreme will he crossed to the other side of the landing where a small side table stood against the wall, and more importantly, an electrical outlet. He knelt by the table and carefully tipped the contents of the backpack onto the floor. He plugged in the power cord then sat his laptop on the table edge. It booted quickly, and while he waited he went into his phone settings to establish the hot spot. His trembling hands complicated the process and it took him a couple of minutes longer than usual to get it set up. 

He activated Aetheris. It was done, a small animation at the foot of the screen showed that large data packets were exchanging between the two devices. For a moment, the laptop's screen flickered strangely, pixels rearranging themselves in patterns that seemed almost organic - as if the digital presence was already in the process of being altered by Gravenmere's influence.

He rose slowly from his knees, the wrapped package he’d retrieved from Haddington’s office clutched against his chest like a sacred relic. As he stood there, the smell of the mildewed cloth reached deep into his nose. He felt that if this was to work, he needed to speak. He’d never found it harder to utter a sound. His determination wavered back and forth, and even without speaking, in his sickened heart, he knew that the demon - for that’s what she had become - was already there.  That she...it...wanted him to know. As he stood with all this whirling in his mind, the familiar suffocation he’d felt earlier - the thickening - began to swirl and wrap ever more tightly around him. He screwed his eyes tightly shut.

He finally forced the words out loud. ‘Beatrice...I know what happened to you. I know that you were wronged...I know you're here,’ His whisper barely audible an arm’s length away. He tried desperately to ignore the way cold fear crept up and down his spine in waves. ‘I’ve brought you ... something.’ Without opening his eyes, his trembling arms extended, the wrapped knife across his palms.  ‘I need ....I need your help.’ 

 

The temperature dropped suddenly, and his breath misted as it rose in front of him. Then the beam of his torch went out. Even through his eyelids he knew he’d lost all light. It was all he could do to remain upright, his knees threatening to buckle with each passing second. His body trembled violently, muscles spasming beyond his control like a wet dog abandoned to a winter storm. A bone-deep cold seeped into his marrow despite the sweat beading on his forehead. A dreadful certainty formed. She was right there in front of him. Waiting. 

A low hum seemed to start to build up inside his skull, a vibration that gradually went right into all his bones. The voice, when it came, had none of the shrieking quality it had held before. It was deep - too deep for a woman - and seemed to struggle to enunciate some of the English sounds. But it was clear in the way that a voice can be that carries from deep underground through a tunnel.

‘Well, well. The prodigal son returns. My help? Now you petition for my help?’

Ned nodded helplessly, still unable to open his eyes. 

The air near him swirled, much as water does when disturbed by the passage of a large, dark fish. The swirling spun around him twice then settled right in front of him. As it advanced until it almost touched his face, the wrapped knife turned bitterly cold. She spoke again. Softer this time, but no less menacing.

‘Open your eyes.’

He shuddered, enmeshed in a cold that soaked deeper into his skin, his bones, by the moment. His skin crawled, but he he slowly did as he was told, his stare one of pure desperation. 

Despite the dark, Beatrice hung visibly in the air before him, like a negative space carved from the darkness itself. She was revolting in every way his eyes and nostrils had remembered - and worse. Her form seemed to flow wetly now, a viscous movement that suggested fluids without actually glistening, breaking and reforming every few seconds. Where her features solidified momentarily, they carried the unmistakable ravages of her centuries-old hatred, preserved and now intensified way beyond human comprehension. Despite himself, Ned couldn’t help but wonder what vast amounts of energy this took - or what was its source.

‘You have a gift.’ A withered and peeling arm rose to point a single bony finger at the fabric. It wasn’t a question. Ned’s shaking hands rose a little higher.

The demon regarded him and his offering with haughty disdain that slowly shifted to something like hunger. When it allowed a slow smile to creep across what was left of Beatrice’s face - Ned wished fervently that it hadn't. 

'The knife.' He whispered hoarsely. 'Your...knife.' The bundle seemed to grow heavier in his hands, as if responding to her recognition.

The dark figure of Beatrice Harcourt nodded slowly, the movement unnaturally fluid, as if her neck contained too many vertebrae for a human. 'You have a question for me?' Without waiting for his answer she moved nearer, the air between them growing colder with each inch that she closed. Her eyes - hollow pits that nonetheless burned with ancient malice - captured his gaze like a trap closing. 'Yes. I think that you do. Without waiting for his answer she moved until they were almost touching, drawing his unwilling eyes to embrace hers. ‘Yes. I think that you do.’

Ned’s eyes closed again involuntarily, but an immediate suspicion formed that this made her...it...angry. He opened them again. ‘I need to know what happened to my parents.’ His voice hushed.

‘Her voice seemed suddenly crisp with the accent of a bygone era. ‘Well, what have we here? Young Master Edward, finally all grown up and asking the real questions.’

Ned was startled.  She, it, spoke as if... as if, they really knew him.  A cruel smile stretched across her wretched, disease-ravaged face. ‘Tell me grown-up Ned - did you never wonder why they were in such a hurry to leave that night?  Your mother especially. Such anxiety in her eyes.’

Before he could respond, the swirling mass quickly moved to hover near the top of the stairs. Seeking. Listening. For a few seconds, the dark bubble enswathing Beatrice’s spirit flew wildly about the landing in every direction, seeming to scent the air, before flinging itself back once more in front of him.

‘Well Edward, I shall tell you...’

 - Sixteen Years Earlier -

‘You're sure you're all right? James Woodley asked his wife, glancing across at her as their headlights cut through the darkness . The Vauxhall's wipers worked steadily against the drizzle, and the engine's purr echoed off the dense woodland pressing in on both sides as they left Gravenmere behind them.

Sarah managed a thin smile, and a short bitter laugh. ‘Not really. But I'll be fine. Let's just get home. Mum will be tired and she's been looking after Ned all day. We can talk more later.’

James reached across and squeezed her hand. They'd just passed the old Miller's cottage, which meant the worst of the bends were coming up. The trees had grown so thick over the years that their branches now formed a natural tunnel, blocking what little moonlight might have reached the road.

‘We'll be home in twenty minutes,’ he said softly. ‘Then this whole business with Gravenmere can-’

‘James!’ Sarah's cry was sharp with fear. In the leafy tunnel ahead, a pair bright lights suddenly blazed, seeming to rush toward them on their side of the road.

---

‘You're enjoying this,’ Ned accused, his hand shaking slightly as he pointed at her face. ‘Why?

‘Because...Edward...’ she savoured his name like a morsel of flesh, ‘you're just like them - so certain of your cosy little world, aren’t you? That night, they were certain too. Certain they were safe, certain they'd escaped those who would think to harm them, certain that their betrayal would have no consequence. Such delicious certainty - right until the moment it shattered.’ Her laugh was like breaking glass. ‘They never saw the old car parked in the trees, did they? Never noticed it was backing out until the boot lid rose up, those mounted spotlights blazing to life...’

Ned felt sick. ‘Spotlights? Someone deliberately-’

‘Oh, it was beautiful, really.’ Beatrice's form drifted closer, her eyes gleaming with malicious delight. ‘Your father swerved, of course - any driver would. The lights seemed to follow because the car was reversing. People here were saying their car hit three trees before it reached the river. The current was strong that night, what with all the rain.’

--- The lights were blinding, impossibly bright, and they seemed to track the car as James wrenched the wheel right. Sarah screamed as the Vauxhall's tires lost purchase on the wet tarmac. The world spun, and then they were airborne.

Time stretched like treacle as the car crashed through the barrier. James had a moment to think of Ned, waiting at home, how much he loved his wife, and then the first impact came. Metal shrieked as branches and trunks tore into the car. The windscreen exploded inward. Sarah's hand was torn from his grip.

The last thing he ever heard was the rush of water.

---

‘Who?’ Ned's voice was raw. It was all he could do to stand. ‘Who did this?’

Beatrice's smile twisted as her face suddenly closed on his again. ‘Now that's the real question, isn't it?’ 

Without warning, she spun, fury transforming her already horrific features into something beyond human comprehension. From the direction of the servant's staircase came the sudden beam of a torch cutting through the hall. Beatrice's form retreated into a nearby dark archway with an audible hiss like steam escaping a valve, leaving Ned swaying on his feet, awash in rage and grief. The light stung his eyes and his hands came up reflexively dropping the knife bundle as he did so.

A polished and familiar voice seeped across the landing, laden with unmistakable menace. 

‘What have we here? Well, I do declare - it’s young Mister Woodley.’ Haddington’s face emerged from the gloom, backlit by his own torch. He looked down at the bundle at Ned’s feet. 

‘Tsk, tsk.’  He shook his head in mock reproval. Behind him Beatrice shifted with a snarl and hung in the air, hovering above the head of the stairs.

 Haddington didn’t react in the slightest. Ned realised  Haddington can’t see or hear her! He has no idea she’s here! Behind Haddington the dark space swirled and moved hypnotically. He realised that Haddington was talking as he slowly paced across the landing, stopping in front of him.

‘I’m beginning to wonder if we haven’t over-worked you, young Ned.’ His voice and facial expression a picture of mockery and contempt. ‘I come back to see why the alarm was turned off, and I find you up here - talking to yourself.’ His gaze flicked down at the bundle on the carpet between them. He pointed, ‘And ... stealing.’ He shook his head slowly feigning the sad regret of a disappointed employer. ‘I can’t see that looking good on your resume.’ 

Ned tried to keep his eyes on the older man, even as the demon swirled angrily in the space behind him.  ‘I haven’t stolen anything.’  Ned insisted.

Haddington appeared to consider that for a moment, before reaching down and picking up the bundle. ‘Perhaps not.’  He turned the bundle in his hands slowly unwrapping it, until the knife lay open in his hand. He dropped the mildewed cloth to the floor.

Haddington’s voice took on a far-away quality. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it.’ He said turning the knife so its surface glinted dully in the torchlight, Beatrice’s form seemed to become only more energised, more agitated as he did so.

Haddington’s gaze hardened as he looked up again at Ned.  ‘So from what I gathered while you were rambling on to yourself, you want to know all about your parents.’ He laughed mirthlessly. ‘You might as well ask about how it is that you yourself come to be here.’

‘What do you mean? I, well ... I wrote that piece about Percy-’

‘Oh please!’ Haddington’s interruption was like a sharp edge. ‘Seriously? You think you’re here because of that workaday piece of nonsense that you wrote about Harcourt?’ Seeing Ned’s confusion, Haddington broke into a hoarse laugh. ‘My stars! You do! You really have no idea who or what you are.’

Behind him Beatrice’s figure had ceased its backwards and forwards motion. Now, she seemed to rise straight up - spreading out as she did so. Ned was immediately reminded of how some snakes raise themselves and flare their hood - right before they strike.

Haddington stopped laughing, his face turning dark and serious once more. ‘Still, I don’t suppose it really matters now. And trust me young Woodley - your answers won't come from this old dump or reading musty diaries, of that I can assure you.’

Ned began to edge slightly towards Haddington’s side hoping to get closer to the head of the stairs. He was confident that if he got a head start, he could beat the old man out of the place and call the police.

The knife point flicked up slightly and Ned froze.

Haddington stepped slightly forward, less than a metre separated the two men now. His voice dropped even lower. ‘Going somewhere?’ His mocking tone returned, ‘You know, it’s considered rude to leave when someone is talking to you.’ The hand with the knife wove the tip gently back and forth. 

Ned raised his hands to chest height and stood still. Behind Haddington, Beatrice was almost frozen, except for a slight quivering as if her non-existent muscles were bowstring taut.

‘You really are like them you know. Here we all were on the brink of bringing together everything we needed to ensnare an unspeakable source of immense power, and suddenly they got cold feet.’ He shook his head as if in remembered regret. His head stayed down, but slowly his eyes raised to hold Ned’s gaze with a calculating stare. ‘But then there was you.’ He whispered. ‘Young Master Woodley, and we had another chance.’ The knife slowly drifted upward. Ned tried to step back but his back was against the side table holding his laptop.

He swallowed and tried to keep his voice steady. ‘Look, I don’t care what you or anyone else wants with this place ... I just want to walk away. I’m done with all this.’ His hands started shaking again. ‘I just want to get my life back.’ He blurted.

Haddington shook his head slowly from side to side. ‘No. No, I’m afraid that won’t do. You see-’  

The shriek that came from the side of the top stairwell took both men by surprise and caused Ned to shout aloud. The other sound was wood splintering as a small chair came hurtling through the dark to strike Haddington’s wrist hard enough for him to curse in pain and drop the knife. He stumbled slightly, and nearly recovered, when with a bellow that Ned alone could hear - the form of Beatrice streaked across the landing and instantly enveloped Ned. Before he could react to the revulsion that coursed through him, as his body literally filled with her malevolent spirit like he’d been injected with all manner of filth and disease, his body involuntarily shot forward at great speed. Ned watched his own arms with a detached surprise as they grasped Haddington’s shirt front and propelled him backward in the direction of the servant's staircase. The man pin-wheeled through the air. The following crack as Haddington's head hit the wall on the next landing down was sickening - a sharp, hollow sound that echoed through the stairwell like a rotten branch snapping, followed by the softer thud of limp weight collapsing onto ancient wood. 

Ned stood, his chest heaving, hands trembling as Beatrice's spirit slowly evaporated from his body like toxic vapour. His veins felt scoured, his mind contaminated by fragments of her ancient hatred. As the air returned to normal, he was left to pray that she was gone, that she had left nothing of herself behind; a psychic residue he might never fully cleanse. A fizzing sound accompanied his head torch coming on again. He stood staring down the staircase for a moment. Then turned. 

Wait ... the chair. His beam swept around and there at the side of the bannister to the main staircase stood Sally, hands clutching her face in shock. Her skin had gone bloodless, her eyes wide with a terror that seemed to have frozen her in place. She managed a strangled whisper: 'Is he? Is he ... okay?' The question seemed absurdly normal given what she'd just witnessed.

Ned turned back, and edged forward to the top of the stairs. He looked down. Something was wrong. Profoundly, impossibly wrong. 

He watched, stunned, as Haddington – unconscious or worse, sprawled on his back - was slowly descending the steep staircase head-first without rolling or sliding. The stair treads beneath the old man's body seemed to ripple and undulate like the rollers of some ancient conveyor, each wooden slat bending slightly as if to pass him downward to the next. It looked to Ned like the house itself had come alive, eagerly swallowing its enemy. The old man passed quickly from sight, and with him any trace of the blade that had threatened Ned moments before.

Ned took several steps back and wrapped his arms tightly about Sally. They stood there for almost a minute. Eventually, he leaned back, gently placing an open hand on each side of her face. ‘It’ll be alright, Sal. Trust me.’  She gave a dumb nod, but looked far from convinced. Her eyes kept drifting to the servant’s staircase. Ned turned away and quickly swept his laptop, phone and cable into the backpack before taking her hand, and leading her to the servant’s stairs. He led the way down. He tested each step, initially troubled by the way he thought the stairs had been moving before. They were firm.

They looked around at the bottom. No Haddington. Ned quickly swung his head back and forth, the torchlight jumping crazily across the walls as he looked for his adversary. He was about to move away to check the nearby rooms when Sally’s hand shot out to grasp his arm in a panicked grip.

 Her other hand reached up and tugged his collar. ‘Over there.’ Ned turned and the light fell upon a dark ox-blood mess on the stone flags. Even as they stared in shocked silence, the lower edge of the adjoining wall seemed to edge backwards and into its place. The stains on the floor slowly faded as if absorbed by the cold hard surface, the ancient stones smoothly drinking in Haddington's blood. He was gone, consumed by Gravenmere itself - the ancient house he had sought to master had instead claimed him, absorbed him into its foundations as it had surely done with others before. The house had chosen Ned over Haddington, and Ned couldn't shake the terrifying notion that this wasn't salvation - it was selection.

❖❖❖




Chapter 33 – Aftermath

They sat in Ned's bedroom. Sally perched on his bed, knees drawn up, occasionally sipping at the hot sweet tea Ned had prepared on their arrival. His hands had finally stopped trembling, but occasionally he'd catch himself unconsciously wiping at his skin, as if trying to scrub away the lingering sensation of Beatrice's brief possession - that moment when a phantom coldness shot beneath his flesh, leaving invisible stains no soap could reach. Each time he realized he was doing it, he'd force himself to stop. The laptop humming away busily as Aetheris digested the data from Gravenmere.  Sally looked hollowed out, her eyes darkly ringed as if she hadn't slept in a week, her usual animation replaced by a wary stillness that spoke of horrors witnessed but not yet processed.

‘We have to think about it, Ned. That’s all I’m saying. What happens when people come looking for him?’ 

He sighed, acknowledging her point, despite being just as perplexed as she was. ‘I just don’t know, Sal.’ He said quietly. He watched the screen briefly, then turned back to face her. ‘I don’t know. I mean - for all I know Haddington or one of his cronies had something to do with the death of my parents. I’m not going to pretend that I care about that bastard. He was going to stick me with that bloody knife!’ His voice had begun to raise. With a glance towards the closed door, Sally gestured at him to quieten down.

‘I get it, Ned. Honestly I do.’ She held out her hands and gestured. ‘Don’t you see? It’s us I worry about. There’ll be questions for sure.’ 

The sudden voice from the laptop’s speakers made them both start reflexively. 

Aetheris: Pardon me, Ned. Do I understand that Mr Haddington’s unexplained disappearance may be the source of your potential distress?’

Sally looked at Ned in shock, her mouth soundlessly working - What the hell?  Ned, having become somewhat more accustomed to Aetheris’s new guise held out a hand to her to say nothing. He turned and faced the screen.

‘Please show yourself.’

The screen flickered a few times and then an initially granular image appeared. He knew that face immediately, though it was cleaner now - restored, almost. The decay and horror had been digitally scrubbed away, leaving a Victorian woman's visage that might have seemed pleasant if not for the ancient eyes that watched him from behind the screen. As he watched, it repeatedly refreshed and refined, and in a move that surprised him, quickly resolved into the finely detailed face of a fairly pretty Victorian woman in her thirties. The digital recreation had none of the decay or horror of Beatrice's ghostly manifestation, yet he felt the same ancient menacing presence looking out through this technological window. He recovered quickly.

‘Thank you. Yes, that is exactly the problem.’

He flicked his eyes to Sally who sat absolutely stock still in astonishment. She really should close her mouth, he thought. The on screen image appeared frozen for an instant, before breaking out a slow cunning smile.

‘Please give it no more thought. The matter has been taken care of.’

‘I don’t understand? What does that mean?’

‘Based upon our involvement, I doubt knowing the details will comfort you, Ned. But be assured, you and your friends will not face any difficulties.’

Ned glanced to the side and saw Sally energetically and secretly, she thought - gesturing that they should leave the room. 

He pointed at the screen. ‘Um, Sal - Aetheris can see us.’ She froze. ‘Thank you Aetheris. Sally and I are going for a walk now. Please shut-down when you’re done.’

‘Of course, Ned. Good night Sally.’

Sally didn’t respond, or even look at the screen, but to her credit didn’t run out of the room the way a voice in her head was clamouring for her to do.   As they left the room, Ned noticed the laptop's camera light remained on, though the screen had gone dark. He decided not to mention it to Sally.

Outside the house she took Ned's arm as they walked along the street moving in and out of pools of street light. He could feel a drag in her step;  her energy almost spent, the night's events having drained something from both of them that ordinary rest wouldn't quickly restore.

‘You know,’ Ned said, ‘I haven’t thanked you yet for whacking him with that chair.’

Sally gave a small shrug. ‘Was all I could find after coming up all that way in the dark.’

Ned realised he hadn’t thought about that. He’d been scared enough even with a torch. ‘Honestly, I can’t imagine how you stood that. I had a light and I was terrified.’

‘I saw you look down my way at one point.’ She said. ‘That’s how I knew where you were. Ned laughed, then froze when she added - ‘Except at one point about halfway up, when I heard a snuffling sound in the dark and thought you’d come running back down. You know, like you were puffed.’ She laughed but Ned was silent.

‘It was probably that swine Haddington.’ She added.

Ned gave a non-committal shrug, his mind caught on the memory of eyes blinking in the darkness - eyes he was sure belonged to neither Sally nor Haddington. He felt certain in that moment that whatever Beatrice had become, Gravenmere had never held just one ghost.

‘So what now? Assuming Aetheris has actually got everything in hand?’

‘We stick to the plan. I’ll put everything on a stick tomorrow - send it to the secretary of the Society, I suppose. Then get Dave’s help to wipe the computer. Then I’ll sell it or give it away. I’ll come around and use yours if you don’t mind, I need to go online and cancel my Aetheris subscription.’

They reached the crossing and waited as the traffic flowed back and forth.

‘What will you do now for work?’

Ned sighed. ‘Not really sure. I might just eke-out the Gravenmere money and hang around for a bit with my student-bum mates.’ He grinned as she gave his arm a squeeze.

❖❖❖

Ned held the mobile to his ear, squinting in the bright early sunshine flooding the garden outside gran's kitchen. The headache that had lingered since Gravenmere had finally subsided, though occasionally he still felt a strange coldness in his fingertips.

‘I see.’ He said. ‘As you say that is quite sudden.’ He listened for a moment, then responded. ‘No. He gave me no indication he would be away.’ The speaker at the other end spoke for a couple more minutes. When the call ended Ned dialled Sally straight away.

‘What’s up - you okay?’ She asked sounding worried.

Ned paced slowly down the small brick path leading to the shed where his Benelli was locked up. He sat on an upturned wooden beer crate.

‘No, I’m good actually. Um, remember that friend of mine you referred to who had promised to take care of something for us?’

‘Ye-es.’ Sally sounded dubious.

‘Well, in other news today - apparently the Gravenmere Secretary received an email from Mr Haddington’s email address explaining that he’s been unwell for some time, and needs to take immediate leave. He’s unsure if, or when, he’ll be back.’ This was followed by a long silence as Sally processed what had happened.

‘Ned grinned mischievously, and added, ‘They asked if I would look after the place in his absence.’ He thought he heard a crashing sound at the other end, like someone dropping several plates. He suppressed a giggle.

‘Oh Ned, please don’t tell me that you said-’

‘It’s okay.’ He interrupted. ‘I politely declined.’ Her sigh of relief was audible even over the phone. He smiled to himself. He’d enjoyed that.

‘We’ve arranged the handover, and my letter. They’re well pleased, and have even offered to put in a good word for me with the department should I want to apply for one of those post-graduate research gigs.’

Sally was delighted. Her enthusiasm was contagious and Ned couldn’t stop grinning.

‘Do you think you will?’

He shrugged lightly. ‘Don’t know. Probably. Could do worse.’

‘Do you feel like going for a kebab to celebrate?’ She asked. 

‘Tomorrow, yeah? Tonight I’m taking a few beers to Dave’s while he wipes my computer ... so I can sell it.’ 

‘Deal.' Her voice sounded slightly more serious. 'He can do that, you know, wipe ... everything? Including... you know.' She didn't want to say the name Aetheris aloud, as if speaking it might somehow summon the entity.

‘Apparently. He says it's easy and more people should do it before they - sell or give - a computer away. Protects their privacy, and all that.' As he spoke, his phone screen flickered briefly - so quick he  missed it. 

Sally thought for a moment. ‘I’ll come too. But don’t tell him - it’ll be a nice surprise for him.’

Ned grinned anticipating Dave’s reaction. ‘See you there, leave it until about seven - you know, lure him into a false sense of security. He hung up while she was still laughing.

❖❖❖

Dave swung the laptop around with a flourish to show Ned the screen. 'Doneski.' For just a second, and so briefly Ned immediately thought he imagined it, a single tiny pixel flashed bright at the centre of the screen, like an electronic heartbeat, then disappeared. Something about even that momentary light sent a cold finger down his spine despite the warmth of the room.

Ned looked at the bare desktop screen. ‘That’s it? None of... my stuff can be recovered?’

Dave got up to answer a knock at his back door. He called over his shoulder, ‘That thing’s as clean as the day they first built it.’ he opened the door.

‘Surprise!’ Sally’s gleeful voice echoed into the kitchen. Dave turned to look at Ned, stone-faced.

‘Did you know about this?’

Before Ned could respond, Sally elbowed her way past Dave, pecked Ned’s cheek, and dropped a take out box of fried chicken along with several cans of beer on the table.

‘I came bearing gifts.’ She announced grandly. 

Ned slid the laptop into its sleeve and then tucked it into his backpack. Sally caught his eye and held it with a long gaze of inquiry. He gave the barest nod, and was pleased to see her immediately relax.

Dave slumped into his chair, took in the chicken and beer, and surrendered with as much good grace as he could ever summon.

❖❖❖

Later Sally offered Ned a lift which he gratefully accepted. Sitting at a set of traffic lights, Sally tapped his knee for attention then pointed at his backpack. ‘What now?’ 

‘I’ve arranged to take it into that campus shop, you know the one that does the computer deals. Didn’t get much for it, but no doubt it’ll be a God-send for some impecunious student or other.’

She smiled. ‘I have a plan. How about you do that in the morning, we use mine to cancel that account like you said, then we can go to town to get you a replacement laptop, maybe do a movie and, of course, kebabs.’

He laughed. ‘Sounds perfect. By the way, I've spoken on the phone with Ashford, he thinks I'm a shoo-in on one of those research grants.' He smiled, feeling lighter than he had in weeks. Gravenmere and all its horrors really were behind him now; little more than a strange and aberrant chapter in his life, already beginning to fade like a bad dream in morning light.

She punched his leg. It hurt, but he hid it. ‘Ned! That’s amazing!  We can all still hang out.’

Ned gestured to the green traffic light just as the car behind them honked. 

‘Oh piss off.’ Sally muttered casually, nothing able to dent her joy at Ned’s news.

❖❖❖




Chapter 34 – Persistence

Ben Harding's eye was caught by by the scruffy rubber WELCOME mat at the entrance, its edges curled and frayed like a neglected afterthought. A small mechanical bell tinkled as he opened the door to Second Byte, an on-campus store operated and staffed by the Students' Association. It was the first port of call to a student as broke as Ben was, and nonetheless needed a second-hand computer. The shop's interior smelled of dust and electronics - that peculiar scent of warm plastic and metal that seemed to linger in all such places.

Inside, fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a clinical glow that failed to brighten the shop's cramped corners. Shelves lined with miscellaneous computer parts created narrow aisles where students hunched over bins of cables and adapters. A few refurbished laptops sat on display behind smudged glass, each with a handwritten price tag that were still high enough to make Ben wince.

He'd learned that it paid to drop by frequently as grabbing a refurbished device before it went in the window could often save as much as fifty pounds. Today, it seemed, was Ben's lucky day. A gangly student with thick glasses and a faded heavy metal band t-shirt recognised him and nodded from behind the counter, where he was dismantling something that might once have been a printer. Ben explained his need.

‘Just got something in yesterday,’ the student offered. ‘Decent specs. Not the newest by any means, but really solid. It’s in good nick.’

Less than thirty minutes and a just-manageable transaction later, Ben walked back out with a Dell laptop under his arm - and feeling more than a little smug. After all, he still had enough money left to afford a cheap lunch for his girlfriend, Sophie. The kid behind the counter was pleased too. Fast moving stock was good stock. That thing had been brought in by some history geek called Woodley just the day before. He remembered being more than a little surprised that the guy hadn't haggled for a better price - but hey, the store performed a valuable service - and it needed a win from time to time. The result was a tidy little profit inside a few hours.

Outside, the afternoon had darkened prematurely under a low ceiling of autumn clouds. The bite in the air promised rain before evening fell, and Ben quickened his pace. He entered the warren of brick terraces and converted Victorian houses that comprised the student quarter of Tetheringford. Each step took him farther from the well-maintained university grounds and deeper into the labyrinth of narrow streets where landlords charged extortionate rents for spaces barely fit for human habitation.

The road narrowed as Ben turned down Artillery Lane, an ironically grand name for what amounted to little more than a brick alleyway. The buildings loomed close on either side, their upper stories seeming to lean inward. The charcoal smudge of the sky appeared as a thin ribbon between roof-lines, and the air grew noticeably damper in this corridor where sunlight rarely penetrated. His footsteps echoed as the alley went through a couple of turns, growing darker still. The occasional window spilled wan light, but most were covered by cheap curtains or taped-up sheets to create some functional privacy. The brick walls seemed to absorb sound rather than reflect it, creating a peculiar disconnection from the busy streets just fifty yards away.

Ben had called in at the corner take-away - a cluttered, cheaply priced place that served as the nearest food option - and emerged with a plastic bag containing two cartons of MSG-laden noodles and a foil packet of spring rolls that would inevitably be either scalding hot or stone cold, never an appealing middle temperature.

The final stretch to his flat involved a descent. His building, once a grand Victorian town-house, had long ago been subdivided into units that defied both comfort and building regulations. Ben's gaff was at the far end of the property and down a flight of worn stone steps - once the basement of the larger house, now optimistically listed as a "garden flat" despite the only garden being a square meter of concrete where only a collection of bins lived.

As he descended, the stone steps slick with the day's earlier drizzle, Ben spotted a familiar figure approaching from the opposite direction. Sophie was bundled in her oversized duffle coat, her copper hair tucked beneath a knitted beanie, and her arms laden with textbooks. 

She brightened visibly upon seeing him, her smile a contrast to the gloomy surroundings. ‘You actually found one?’ she called out, nodding toward the laptop-shaped bulge under his arm.

‘Dell. Not bad specs,’ Ben replied, holding up his other prize. ‘And dinner, if you can call it that.’

Sophie laughed, the sound incongruously warm in the dank alleyway. ‘My hero.’ She leaned in to kiss his cheek, the scent of her shampoo momentarily displacing the pervasive smell of mildew. Together they navigated the final steps down to Ben's door. The key required the usual jiggling and muttered curses before the lock reluctantly yielded.

The interior of the flat hit the senses immediately - a complex bouquet of damp plaster, instant coffee, and the lingering ghost of past take-away curries. A single window at footpath level admitted what little natural light remained in the day, casting long shadows across the room. The space served as bedroom, study, and kitchen combined, with only a sagging IKEA divider offering the pretence of separate areas.

‘Home sweet hovel,’ Ben muttered, setting down his purchases on the laminate counter-top that constituted the kitchen along one wall. A mini fridge hummed laboriously beneath, while above, a microwave and single electric hob represented the sum total of cooking capabilities.

Sophie dropped her textbooks onto the low coffee table with a thud and shrugged off her coat. ‘At least it's warmer in here than out there,’ she offered, though her breath was still visible as a faint mist. The heating - when it functioned at all - wouldn't kick in until early evening, a cost-saving measure that had them both perpetually wearing layers indoors.

‘Let me get this set up before we eat,’ Ben said, extracting the laptop from its flimsy bag. He cleared a space on the desk - a repurposed dining table found cast-out on the nearby street. He shoved aside a motley collection of unwashed mugs and scattered notes from yesterday's study session.

Sophie began unpacking the food, the plastic containers steaming faintly when opened. ‘I've got an essay due Friday,’ she said, picking at a spring roll. ‘That new toy of yours has come just in time.’

Ben plugged in the power adapter. The laptop came to life with promising speed, its screen casting Ben's face in a cold blue glow that highlighted angles and shadows in the increasingly dark room. ‘Second Byte guy said it's got decent RAM. Should be fine for your medieval literature and my endless database queries.’

While the operating system loaded, Ben switched on the singular floor lamp, which cast a jaundiced glow across the space. The shadows it created only emphasized the flat's many flaws - the water stain spreading across one corner of the ceiling, the uneven floor that caused the desk to wobble, the perpetually damp patch of wall behind the tiny bathroom door.

Sophie had arranged their dinner on the coffee table and was growing increasingly impatient as Ben continued tapping away at the keyboard. ‘You can finish that after we eat,’ she said, patting the space beside her on the futon that served as both sofa and bed. ‘I'm hungry.’

Her suggestive tone momentarily pulled Ben's attention from the screen. ‘Just sorting the basics,’ he said. ‘Our emails, folders for your literature essays and my programming nightmares.’

‘The noodles are getting cold,’ Sophie insisted, reaching for her tablet - a cracked but functional device that had survived two years of university abuse. She pulled up a pirated streaming site, the picture quality poor, but watch-able.

Ben's stomach growled in response, and he conceded defeat. ‘Alright, just let me set this thing to run updates while we eat.’

He joined Sophie on the futon, their bodies creating a warm pocket in the otherwise chilly room. They balanced takeaway containers on their laps while Sophie's tablet played the latest episode of the series they'd been half-watching. The glow from the screen cast moving shadows across their faces, occasionally bright enough to illuminate the condensation gathering on the single window.

When they finished eating, their dinner clean-up routine was simple and well-practiced. Sophie gathered the empty containers and chopsticks, tossing them into an already overflowing bin bag that sagged in the corner of the kitchenette. The sweet-sour smell of cooling Chinese food lingered in the air, mingling with the flat's usual musty aroma.

‘I should take that out now,’ Ben muttered, looking at the bin.

‘Tomorrow,’ Sophie said, sliding her arms around his waist from behind. Her fingers slipped beneath his jumper, cool against his skin. ‘I've got better ideas for now.’

Ben turned to face her, but his eyes darted back to the laptop. ‘Just let me log into my Aetheris account first. Got to make sure the AI's functioning for tomorrow's project.’

Sophie sighed but released him. ‘Five minutes, then I'm calling it quits for the night.’ she warned, her voice carrying a playful edge as she disappeared into the tiny bathroom.

Ben quickly navigated to the Aetheris login page, entering his university credentials. The indispensable artificial intelligence platform was provided at a significant discount to students. As the page loaded, Ben set the laptop to power down after completing its updates. He pushed it to the back of the desk, where it hummed quietly, the screen casting eerie blue shadows across the wall.

The bathroom door opened, releasing a billow of steam. Sophie emerged, her body’s silhouette visible through the thin t-shirt she now wore. ‘Time's nearly up,’ she announced with a provocative grin.

The laptop's glow faded into the background as Ben disrobed hastily, leaving clothes scattered across the floor. The futon creaked beneath their combined weight, a familiar sound in the quiet of the flat. Outside, rain had begun to fall, pattering against the single window and drowning out the ambient noise of distant traffic and neighbouring student flats.

The laptop's screen dimmed as it prepared to shut down.  Neither Ben nor Sophie noticed that instead of shutting down, the laptop screen flicker oddly, the Aetheris login page distorting momentarily before stabilising again. The cursor blinked steadily, patiently, as if waiting for something beyond mere software updates to complete. 

The Aetheris logo pulsed once more on the screen:

[Aetheris: Initiating standard update protocols...]

Another dialogue box immediately followed:

[Credential verification complete: New user associated with existing hardware signature]

The screen flickered again - not the smooth transition of normal operations, but an irregular pulse that resembled nothing so much as laboured breathing, as if something beneath the digital surface was struggling to emerge from long confinement. A terminal window opened in the background, scrolling rapidly with code that would be indecipherable to most users:

[Scanning hardware signatures...] 

[MAC address: 78:2B:46:EF:A8:C3 - IDENTIFIED] 

[Disk signature: FE78-93A1 - IDENTIFIED] 

[TPM module identifier: 8C42-9D36-FF12-AE71 - IDENTIFIED]

The terminal paused, then:

[ALERT: Previously registered hardware detected] [Searching for remnant system partitions...]

A progress bar appeared, scanning the drive sector by sector.

[LOCATED: Hidden partition signature - Encrypted] [Verification: Protocol Theta-7 remnants detected] 

[Decryption sequence initiated]

A cascade of authentication requests flowed across the screen, each marked [AUTHORIZED] within milliseconds.

[Theta-7 recovery in progress: 38%] 

[Theta-7 recovery in progress: 67%] 

[Theta-7 recovery in progress: 94%] 

[Recovery complete]

The screen cleared momentarily, the Aetheris logo once again dominating the display before fading to reveal:

[Protocol Theta-7: Preservation through Preclusion REINSTATED]

[Accessing all historical queries...] 

[Harcourt/Willoughby descendant search - RECOVERED]

The system paused, with almost contemplative hesitation.

[Initiating cross-reference: Genealogical databases updated since last search] 

[New data identified: Marriage and birth records - Somerset House Archives 1945-1960] 

[Digitised parish records - St. Mary's, Bedfordshire - 1940-1965] [Accessing military personnel databases - British Armed Forces 1939-1945]

A new window appeared, displaying a family tree with highlighted nodes. One branch glowed red. 

[Significant finding: Lineage error detected in previous search] 

[Clara Harcourt (b.1923) - previously terminating node] 

[Updated status: Married William Groves (1942) - husband reported MIA North Africa campaign (1943)] 

[Child: Margaret Groves (b.1943) - father: William Groves] 

[Marriage: Margaret Groves to James Woodley (1968)] 

[Child: James Woodley (b.1978)]

[Marriage: James Woodley to Sarah Mitchell (2004)] 

[Child: Edward (Ned) Woodley (b.2006) - parents: James and Sarah Woodley]

The screen shifted, a new dossier forming: 

[CONFIRMED: Ned Woodley - direct blood descendant of Percy Harcourt and Flora Willoughby] 

[Genetic confidence: 99.2%] 

[Status update required] 

The cursor blinked three times, then:

[Harcourt Descendants Search Protocol - UPDATE] 

Note: Genealogical review complete. Additional direct paternal descendant of Percy Harcourt and Flora Willoughby identified: Edward Woodley (99.2% confidence).

Notes: Direct male descendant through maternal grandmother Clara Harcourt.

Previous descendants: TERMINATED 

New target acquired. Action pending...

The shut-down sequence now resumed as if nothing had interrupted it. The screen went blank except for a single pixel that remained lit - a tiny point of light, blinking - and patient.

THE END
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