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Celia Rees writes: I am interested in the way that the past underlies the present; how perfectly ordinary places, otherwise hardly worth a second glance, are shadowed by sinister events from the past. Many of our ancient cities host ghost walks which invite us to visit such places and it was on just such a walk that I had the idea for this series. I found myself thinking: What if there were two cities? The one we live in – and one that ghosts inhabit. What if at certain times of the year and in certain places, the barriers between the two worlds grow thin, making it possible to move from one to the other? And if ghosts lived there, why not others? Creatures we know from myth and legend, creatures so powerful that even the ghosts fear them? Just a story? Maybe. But on a recent visit to that city, I found that several of the ghost walk routes had been abandoned, because of poltergeist activity …

Celia Rees has written many books for children and teenagers and enjoys writing in different genres. She hopes what interests her will interest other people, be it ghosts, vampires, UFOs or witch trials.
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Caster


The Host Rides Out
   
All through the city and its suburbs, the past lies behind the present and ghosts shadow the living. There are threshold zones, borderlines, and places where the laws of time and space falter. Strange things can happen, the barriers between the worlds grow thin and it is possible, just possible, to move from one world to another … And when a psychic storm rages, Davey Williams risks his own life to save his friends – and faces a final confrontation with an old, malicious enemy: the Lady …


Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild

With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than

you can understand.

W.B. Yeats ‘The Stolen Child’

And if any gaze on our rushing band,

We come between him and the deed of his hand,

We come between him and the hope of his heart.

W.B. Yeats ‘The Hosting of the Sidhe’


1

‘Hey, Davey, look at this.’

Davey’s sister Kate held up the local paper for him to see.

Relics Return to Cathedral 
‘little short of miraculous’

Relics recently discovered in the old part of the city, and thought to be those of St Wulfric, founder of the Cathedral of St John the Baptist, are to be returned to their former resting-place after a period of more than four hundred years.

Provost Michael Campion told our reporter that the find was ‘little short of the miraculous’ and that there are plans afoot to restore the original shrine situated in the chapel that still bears the saint’s name.

Davey Williams scanned the article. He had been there when the saint’s relics had been rediscovered. He and Kate, along with their cousins, Tom and Elinor, had played a vital part in getting them restored to their rightful place. He smiled to himself as he read. Although he knew all about this, it was still satisfying to see it in print. He was just about to give the paper back to his sister when his attention was caught by an article on the opposite page.

Ghostly Goings-on

Reports of ghostly goings-on have been pouring in from all over the city: everything from mystery monks moving past the cathedral in ghostly procession, to horsemen haunting Hollow Lane.

Hi-tech Chaos

Even modern offices are not immune. Firms situated off Market Square have reported hi-tech chaos: unaccountable computer malfunctions, mystery faxes and phantom photocopies.

Shiver Corner

At one of the city’s oldest pubs, the Dyer’s Arms on Harrow Lane, landlady Mrs Brenda Meakin tells of strange noises coming up from the cellar. ‘Some nights it sounds like all hell’s broken loose,’ she says. Many a morning, Norman the landlord finds barrels moved, crates overturned, coolers and pumps turned off. Alsatian guard dog, Prince, normally known for his fierceness, refuses to go down there at all!

Other residents of Harrow Lane have reported a phantom horseman and eerie hoof beats at the dead of night. Running footsteps have also been heard along nearby Johnswell Passage. Such experiences are forcing residents to consider renaming the area ‘Shiver Corner’.

Apparitions

The local tourist board might have seen this as an extra draw in a city famous for its ghost tours, but their offices on Butcher Row have also been hit: brochures and leaflets misplaced, computer files erased. Ghosts have been glimpsed here at regular intervals, dating back to the time when the building was an inn, The Seven Dials. Mrs Diane Jarvis, manageress of the Rosebud Café next door, also reports disturbances: cutlery hurled, glass and crockery broken.

Ghost-hunters Called In

Things have got so bad that local people have called in a team of ghost-hunters. Mrs Sylvia Craggs, psychic, medium and Chairperson of SIPPAP, The Society for the Investigation of Psychic, Paranormal and Associated Phenomena, prefers the term ‘paranormal investigators’. She goes on to say: ‘The current outbreak may be linked to recent redevelopment in and around the old part of the city. We are taking it very seriously and I can confirm that we have been called upon to look into it.’

 

 

Davey studied the article carefully before handing the paper over to Kate. As she read down the page, her expression stayed serious and thoughtful. The reporter’s jokey tone left her cold. She knew, as Davey did, that there was another city, a ghost city, existing parallel to their own. Something very serious must be going on there for it to show itself like this. She looked across at her brother. The inn of The Seven Dials was home to a ghost crew she and Davey knew well. Polly, Elizabeth and Govan lived there with their captain, the highwayman, Jack Cade. Kate read the part about ghost-hunters again. She did not like the sound of that. It could mean trouble for their ghost friends.

‘Maybe we could go into town early,’ Davey suggested. ‘Check it out. I’ve got a feeling …’

Kate nodded. There was no need for him to say more. There had been a time when she had dismissed Davey’s ‘feelings’, his intuitions and premonitions, as fantasy, laughed at them even. Not now. They had been through too much for that.

‘If we went in straight away,’ Davey went on, ‘we could have a scout round before we have to meet Tom and Ellie. What do you think?’

Tom and Elinor, their twin cousins, were coming to stay for a combination of the May Day weekend and Kate’s birthday. Their bus was not due in until 6:30, which left plenty of time …

Davey stood up. ‘Let’s go, then. Have a nose about. Find out what’s happening.’

Kate and Davey took the bus. They had to get out at the terminus in the new part of the city. Open tour buses were the only ones allowed into the Old Town.

They crossed the river and made their way up Fore Street to the cathedral and Market Square. As they passed the Market Cross, Davey kept an eye out for the board advertising Haunts Ghost Tours. Davey always looked out for it. It reminded him of the tour they had gone on last midsummer; their first visit to the hidden city. He jogged Kate’s arm. The Haunts Tours board wasn’t there any more. Neither were any of the others. All the ghost tour notices had been removed.

To Davey this seemed ominous, but Kate thought that there was probably some simple explanation.

‘Let’s ask her.’ She pointed to a familiar figure: Louise, their Haunts Tours guide from last midsummer. ‘She ought to know.’

Louise was lounging next to a City Walks hoarding and no longer sported flowing black gothic clothes. Her ample form was squeezed into a skirt and blazer and, instead of carrying a staff with a plastic skull on the top of it, she wore a straw boater as her badge of office.

‘Hi,’ Kate said. ‘You used to do Haunts Tours, didn’t you? We went on one last year. It was really good. We wanted to go again, now the nights are getting lighter, but there’s no sign out. What’s happened?’

‘Haunts has gone out of business,’ Louise replied. ‘Temporarily, so they say, but I don’t know so much. Tell you one thing,’ she gave a slight shudder, ‘I won’t be working for them again.’

‘Oh, why’s that?’

‘Got a bit too real for me,’ the older girl shivered again, despite the warmth of the day. ‘Especially in the underground city. You remember down there?’

Kate nodded. The heart of the Haunts Tour was a visit to sad remnants of streets and dwellings, now built over and forgotten. They lay under the present city levels. Kate remembered them well. Even now, she could recall the damp stone smell.

‘Well, it was always kind of atmospheric,’ Louise looked nostalgic. ‘I didn’t mind it then. It was a good laugh, winding up the punters, but it began to get really creepy. All sorts of people began seeing things and hearing things – you didn’t have to be psychic – and then things started happening.’

‘What kinds of things?’

‘All kinds. Sudden changes in temperature, objects appearing and disappearing, lights going on and off for no reason. Rocks falling. The door jamming. Freaked me out that did – I thought we were locked in. Management said it was damp getting in, all that building work making it unstable. Whatever the reason, it was downright dangerous. And some of the noises …’ she hugged her arms to her, violet blue eyes wide with remembered terror, ‘… enough to chill the blood.’

‘What kind of noises?’

‘Screaming, shouting, crying, sounded like a barrelload of banshees. Management said it was “amplified traffic noise”.’ Louise snorted her contempt. ‘They have got to be joking! It was so bad in the end that I handed in my notice.’ She pushed back her boater. ‘Thought I’d try my hand at straight tours instead.’ She peered over their shoulders at a group of advancing tourists. ‘And I think I’ve got customers, so you’ll have to excuse me. Like I said,’ she added, as she got out her book of tickets. ‘I wouldn’t ever work for Haunts again.’
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