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Chapter 1
We sat upon the veranda behind Carnacki’s townhouse on a warm August evening. It was the usual group: Carnacki, Arkright, Jessop, Taylor and I. We’d finished dinner some time before and the sun was setting when Carnacki, a cool drink at hand, began his story.
“I’ve been at Barton Wood, just south of Sheringham in Norfolk, an estate consisting of a good-sized house in the midst of extensive gardens and a sizable forest.”
“I know that area,” said Taylor, “and the property, although I thought it had been long vacant, Lord Barton having died several decades ago.”
“Indeed it had, but it was purchased last winter by Mr. Douglas Morgan, who recently returned to England after making a fortune in South America, at a Brazilian sugar plantation from what I understand. He acquired the property at a relative bargain price, and took up residence soon after with his family.”
“I’d received a message from him requesting my assistance and, as I felt I needed a break from London in any case, I replied I’d meet him at Barton Wood to discuss whatever he needed. Departing in the morning, the hansom pulled up to the gate of the estate in the early afternoon. Here I told the driver to let me off, I knew the house was some distance from the road, and I wanted to enjoy the walk. It was a beautiful summer day, and I was struck by the greenery of my surroundings: The grass, the trees, the hedges lining the lane, all bore an aspect of great health, almost of wildness. As I neared the house the sound of bees increased, and I passed a flower garden and a set of bee hives. After perhaps a mile I arrived at the house, an eighteenth-century brick edifice of two stories, with an arched portico sitting between many tall, narrow windows. Of the wood behind the house I caught only a glimpse, but one feature stood out: An ancient oak of immense girth and height rising above the other trees. As I walked up the path leading to the portico, a young man stepped out of the house and extended a sun-browned hand.
“‘Mr. Carnacki, I’m Douglas Morgan. Thank you for coming all the way to Barton Wood. I would’ve been happy to meet you in London.’
“‘Not necessary, I’m happy to be here, especially given the time of year, and more so since it meant a trip to Norfolk.’
“Douglas escorted me into the house, through a hall, and then through a passage leading to a large, open room overlooking an abundant flower garden. A young woman at work in the garden stopped and waved a soil-covered hand as we looked out the window. Douglas smiled back, ‘My wife, Calista; our daughter Lily is away today, visiting her grandparents.’
“Douglas gestured to a wicker chair and table near the open window. I sat down and proceeded with the business at hand. ‘Your message spoke of some unusual occurrences at the property, and that you feared for your family’s safety. Please, tell me what’s happened, leaving out no details.’
“‘We returned to England (from Brazil) last fall,’ Douglas began, ‘and I learned of Barton Wood’s availability shortly thereafter. I admit, I had reservations about the purchase due to the size of the property, but after Calista saw the gardens, I knew there would be no gainsaying her. We were moved in by midwinter and, for a short time, our experience here was idyllic. The property was manageable with only a small staff, Calista was constantly occupied with the gardens, and Lily loved tramping about the grounds, especially the wood behind the house.’
“‘But then something changed,’ I said. ‘When did you first notice, and what was the nature of the change?’
“‘It started in the spring, in the wood. That’s when the sense of watchfulness—I’m not sure what else to call it—began. I first became aware of it one evening when I was walking home from a hunting trip just north of Barton Wood. The evening was coming on, so I took a short cut through the wood rather than taking the road that loops around the property. It was a pleasant, cool evening, and dappled sunlight from the westering sun shone through the new greenery adorning the trees. I had been walking for a few minutes, and was well within the wood, when I had the sense that someone, or something, was behind me. There were noises in the undergrowth flanking the path: Footfalls and, occasionally, the snap of a twig. The sounds would cease whenever I would stop. I tell you, Mr. Carnacki, it was positively as if I were being stalked by something. I paused to look around, and could see nothing but trees. Then, I noticed the silence. It wasn’t the usual silence of the woods, but complete silence. The birds, which had been vocal just a few minutes before, had gone quiet. The insects were silent as well. The gentle breeze that had been blowing most of the day had stopped. I resumed my walk, and the sense of being followed began anew. As the wood grew darker, I began to see things as well: Quick movements, sometimes to the left of the path, sometimes to the right, but always just out of the corner of my eye. When I would stop to get a clearer look, there was nothing to be seen. I quickened my pace along the path. It was dusk, and the sense of being stalked was stronger than ever. Mr. Carnacki, I’m an experienced hunter and woodsman, and I’ve had this experience only one time before, in the Amazon, when my party was stalked by a Jaguar. This feeling was just the same. I made it back to the house of course, but standing outside the forest that night I still had the sense that something was watching, and waiting. The wood still feels this way, as you will discover for yourself. Calista has felt it as well, although she is strong-willed and still goes into the wood during the day, just as I do. Neither of us will go in at night, and we won’t allow Lily to go in at all. Evening and night is when the watchfulness is most apparent, as well as the uncanny silence.’
“‘Your wife, has she seen anything? What about your daughter?’ I asked.
“‘No, Calista hasn’t seen anything, but is as convinced as I that something is in the wood. But Lily did see something, around the beginning of June. It wasn’t long after we’d put her to bed, and settled down for the night, when she came bounding down the stairs, into the sitting room, and into her mother’s arms. Something had terrified her and it was some time before she would calm down. When she could speak, she told us that something had been scratching at her bedroom window, that she’d seen a “sort of face,” and she was afraid it had come to “take her to the wood.” We assured her it had simply been a tree branch scratching at her window, but she is strong-willed like her mother and was not convinced. She slept in our bedroom that night. The next morning I went out with the intention of trimming the branches that grew close to her window, but I found there was no need, the branches weren’t nearly close enough to touch the window, even had there been a strong wind, which there wasn’t the night before.
“‘Could something have climbed to the window?’ I asked.
“‘Perhaps, but there’s no easy way to climb to the upper floor, and the windowsill is less than six inches wide. There are numerous vines making their way up the side of the house facing the wood, but they’re certainly not strong enough to support the weight of anything large.’
“‘Your case is most interesting!’ I said. ‘Once you’ve finished relating the various circumstances, I’d like to take a look outside the house, with a tour of the wood as well.’
“‘Yes, whatever you require. The latest incident occurred just last week, and is the strangest of all. It was last Wednesday, in the small hours before dawn. We were awakened by the housemaid, Emma, knocking frantically on our bedroom door. She was clearly upset, and reported hearing a great racket in the cellar, as if someone had broken in. Grabbing my revolver, I went down the stairs and to the kitchen, and listened at the cellar door. There was indeed something moving about the cellar and causing a great deal of noise. I had not yet unlocked the cellar door, and listened as soft footfalls ascended the stair. There was a silent pause, and I watched as the door handle was tried. Just then, the first light of dawn became visible through the kitchen windows, and I heard a quick shuffling back down the stairs, followed by silence. I waited some time before opening the door. When I did, I found the intruder had left a great mess behind with many items broken and strewn about the cellar floor. The window next to the cellar door was broken in as well. And something odd: bits of vine, leaves, and twigs all over the floor, on the stairs, and on the landing leading to the kitchen door. But this was the strangest thing, I found it on the stairway,’ and Douglas held up a primitive-looking necklace. It was composed of bits of wood, bone, and polished stone, all held together by a length of sinew. ‘It’s similar to a bracelet found by one of the workmen in the hollow near the old oak.’
“‘The condition is remarkable!’ I said as I gently examined the piece. ‘This is a significant find, not just in terms of this case but in an archeological and perhaps monetary sense as well.’
“‘What is your guess as to its origin?’ Douglas asked.
“‘Well, it’s from the Neolithic period, late Neolithic judging by the materials and craftsmanship. I’d place it around 3000 BC, and no doubt the possession of someone of great importance, likely a chieftain or religious figure. Normally, objects of this type would’ve been interred with their owner, in a tomb of one sort or another. These wood and bone pieces feature rather intricate carved patterns as well, and if I didn’t know better I’d say the designs were Druidic in origin. Given the object’s age, however, that can’t be the case since the Druids didn’t come about until around 70 BC by the earliest estimates. What of the bracelet you mentioned, does the workman still possess it?’
“‘No, he gave it to Calista, who was working in the hollow at the time. Calista gave it to Lily, and she’s been wearing it ever since. But what does it all mean, Mr. Carnacki? I believe these events are connected, but not in any way I can present to the usual authorities.’
“‘These occurrences could be seen as disconnected,’ I told him, ‘perhaps even innocuous: The feeling of watchfulness in the wood merely the result of anxiety, your daughter’s experience simply a nightmare, and the intruder in the cellar simply a trapped animal and its resulting panic, although that wouldn’t explain this interesting bit of jewelry. Taken as a whole, however, there is a suggestion of something more significant, perhaps sinister. I wonder, I understand you were able to acquire Barton Wood at a low price. Is it possible there was a reason the owner was eager to be rid of it? Had the property a reputation in the neighborhood of being haunted or disturbed in some way?’
“‘After the disturbances began, I wondered myself,’ Douglas answered. ‘But if that’s true, the locals—who’ve been very welcoming and seem like open people—have remained tight-lipped about it. When I related what had happened to me in the wood at The Bowman—the local inn—the patrons were as surprised and mystified as I. As far as I can tell, Barton Wood seems to have no reputation beyond that typical to estates which have been untenanted for some time.’”
Chapter 2
“Following our interview, we toured the estate, starting with their daughter's room, where I confirmed that no tree branch could have possibly reached the bedroom window. The nearest large tree was several yards away, and was part of a little copse growing apart from the wood that lay behind the house. I opened the window and leaned out as a gentle summer breeze wafted in. I could smell the abundant growth of flora surrounding the house. Jasmine vines with small, fragrant, white flowers crept up the wall. The vines were slender, and it indeed seemed unlikely anything large could’ve climbed up to disturb the girl. The other upstairs rooms yielded nothing of interest, and the three of us went downstairs to the kitchen, where Douglas unlocked and opened the door to the cellar. ‘Nothing’s been touched,’ he said, lighting a lantern. Both the landing and stair were littered with leaves (now quite dry), and bits of bark and vine. I picked up a leaf, turning it around in my hand. ‘Quercus robur—common oak,’ said Calista as I examined it. Douglas paused midway on the stair to indicate where he’d found the necklace, and we continued down to the cellar, which appeared to have been well organized until the recent incident. Now it was in a state of disarray, with broken pots littering the floor, spilled potting soil, tools scattered about, and several bottles of wine broken near a wooden wine rack. In the opposite wall was a door leading to the backyard garden. Next to the door was a narrow lattice window. It had been broken, and glass lay scattered about the cellar floor. ‘We’ve always kept the cellar door locked,’ reported Douglas. I stooped to examine the glass littering the floor, noticing that some of it was covered with a dry, cloudy substance. ‘What do you make of this?’ I said, calling their attention to it. Picking up a piece of broken glass, Calista scraped some of the substance off and rubbed it between her fingers. ‘Tree sap,’ she said, ‘although I’m not sure the type of tree. It wasn’t there before, we’d cleaned the glass early in the spring.’
“We left through the cellar door to the backyard garden and walked toward the wood, which was separated from the yard by a moss-covered drystone fence. Opening a wooden gate, Douglas led us onto a narrow trail whose path was soon lost to view in the growth of the forest. As we trod the path deeper into the wood, I began to feel strangely hemmed-in, even trapped. Perhaps it was the density of the trees, the closeness of the air, the summer heat, or a combination of the three, but I wondered why I was being affected in such a manner, when I’d been in similar places so many times before. Before I could say a word, Douglas glanced back and noted my expression. ‘You’re feeling it too, I see. Calista and I have almost become accustomed to it. We’re almost to the oak.’ A few minutes later we emerged from the wood into a hollow. I felt I could breathe again. There was a gentle breeze and the air was cooler. Towering above, directly before us in the middle of the hollow, was the largest oak tree I’d ever seen. It was surely the patriarch of all the oaks in the wood, for it was of massive girth and possessed many branches extending all about it and contorted in every direction. While unusually tall for a common oak, its height was, to some extent, an illusion, as it was situated atop a knoll. We walked around the hollow which formed a ring around the knoll while Calista described how she, with the help of some local workmen, had cleared the hollow and constructed the stone path that circled around it. Reaching the opposite side, we sat upon a wooden bench beneath the shade of the oak. Douglas had brought a basket with him, and from this Calista produced a wide blanket she spread over the ground, laying upon it a light lunch Emma had prepared. With this was a cool, sweet white wine Douglas had found while in Germany. I remarked on the intricate nature of the stone path, which seemed to describe a shape I recognized but could not name.
“‘It’s a triskelion,’ explained Calista, ‘a Celtic design that can mean a number of things: Unity, but also earth, fire, and water, or the force of nature.’
“‘She has a book full of different designs,’ added Douglas. ‘This particular one has always been her favorite.’
“‘It’s impressive work,’ I said, ‘and must’ve taken some time to transport the stone here, and even more to lay it.’
“‘It wasn’t such a bother,’ Calista replied. ‘The stone was available here, and all of an appropriate size and shape. It was at the top of the knoll, all circled ‘round the old oak.’
Finishing our lunch, we continued along the path through the wood, heading in a roughly northerly direction and eventually reaching the area where Douglas had his first experience. As before, I felt hemmed-in by the forest. This feeling, along with the closeness of the air and the sunlight rippling through the leaves, led almost to a feeling of disorientation, and I was happy when we reached the gate marking the northern end of the wood. Just beyond the gate we joined the road that skirted the wood in a southeasterly arc, bringing us a short time later to The Bowman, where we stopped for a cool drink. We chose a table outside and Douglas waved to a small group of young men a few tables down. One of the men walked over and joined us, and Douglas introduced him as Patrick Maguire, the workman who’d found the bracelet in the hollow. I asked how he’d found it.
“‘While digging, sir,’ answered Patrick, ‘near the old oak under some of the stone we’d been moving for Mrs. Morgan’s path. I upturned one of the stones, and there it was. I cleaned off the dirt and gave it to Mrs. Morgan. A good find, that—the stone, I mean—it having been worked and all. Saved me a trip to the quarry.’
“‘Worked?’ I asked. ‘How do you mean?’
“‘Well, the stones had been chiseled at some point so they’d fit together,’ answered Maguire, ‘although why they put ‘em at the top of that little hill all around the old oak I don’t know.’
“The sun was beginning to sink behind the wood when the three of us left The Bowman. Douglas and Calista continued on the road to the southeast while I proceeded in the opposite direction. ‘I’m returning by the forest path.’
“The two stopped, trading looks of concern. ‘Are you sure that’s wise, Mr. Carnacki? Should you like us to come with you?’ asked Douglas.
“‘Don’t worry, and no need, I’ll be careful,’ I replied, ‘and I’ll see you later tonight or tomorrow morning.’ I reached the northern gate to the wood not long after. The sun had fully sunk behind the trees and the forest was all dark green and shadow. Taking a deep breath, I left the road, opened the gate, and took to the path.
“The air wasn’t as close as it had been earlier in the afternoon, but the silence had become uncanny. Not a breath of wind, no birdsong, and even the omnipresent buzz of flying insects had ceased. The darkness grew more dense as I continued, and I was just able to make out the path and reach the hollow. The old oak atop the knoll stood before me as dusk fell upon the wood. I took a seat upon the bench and waited: for what, I was not yet sure. I sat for some time and it had become quite dark, the only source of light the stars above. I was about to light my pipe when my attention was caught by rustling sounds coming from directly in front of, and slightly above, my position on the bench. I remained motionless and steadied my breathing. The sounds continued for several seconds, then ceased. It was utterly quiet again. Not daring to light a match, I put my pipe back in my jacket. Then, I saw something: Slow and stealthy movement atop the knoll and near the old oak. It was something large and low to the ground. As it moved out of the deeper darkness of the oak and into the starlight, I caught a glimpse of what seemed to be its head: A silvery-white dome and deep-set eye sockets filled with shadow. The thing stopped moving and immediately became one with the darkness and undergrowth, although I could still see the head and vacant eyes gazing in my direction. It recommenced its stealthy movement, in almost complete silence but for a gentle padding of its invisible feet. The thing’s head moved to the left, then to the right, and then up, as if it were trying to detect the scent of something. I remained utterly quiet, but ready to spring into action. I knew it was aware of me.
“Without warning, the thing sprang forward from the shadows and was upon me. I didn’t have time to react. It knocked me to one side—I felt something rough scape against my face and neck—as it disappeared into the darkness of the forest. I remained, motionless, on the bench for another moment, my heart pounding, listening for the sound of the thing’s return. But the forest was again silent. I had to consider what I should do: I was in the midst of the wood, in the darkness, and had either to take the northern path and return to the road, or take the direct southern path to the house. Reasoning that either way my journey would take me through the wood, I resolved to take the direct and shorter southern path. With only the starlight to guide me, and the constant fear the thing would be upon me again, it seemed the longest walk of my life. I kept my mind occupied by trying to square what I’d just experienced with the facts of the case. That there was an Outside force at work in the wood and the estate, it was now plain. But what was its precedent and object (if it even had one)? It had only manifested since the spring, well after the Morgans had taken up residence. Why then, and what had happened? And how was I to rid Barton Wood of this thing?
“As I carefully traced the path in the near-darkness, I became aware of pain coming from my face and neck. I withdrew a handkerchief from my coat and held it to my face, I could feel the lacerations and the stickiness of blood. To my relief, the lights of the Morgan home were visible through the trees. I was but a short distance away from safety. As I increased my pace, I became aware of the sound of steps behind and to my right. I stopped to listen, and the steps stopped as well. I resumed a brisk pace, and at the same moment the thing came bounding at me again. Ignoring the path, and heedless of the branches that tore at my hands, face, and clothing, as well as the fallen trees I tripped over in the darkness, I made directly for the lights of the house with all the speed I could muster. The thing was at my back, and I was sure it would overtake me at any moment. Pushing away branches and vines, I emerged from the haunted wood, leaping over the drystone fence. I no longer heard the thing behind me, but I nonetheless continued to sprint for the veranda. Climbing the steps, I turned around and searched for signs of my pursuer. The lights from the house provided sufficient illumination so the border of the wood was visible, and I saw something where I’d cleared the fence. A glint of a white head, and the empty eye sockets and upper jaw of what appeared to be a skull. I’d had barely sufficient time to realize what I’d seen, when it withdrew into the forest and disappeared. Shaken and exhausted, I glanced at my watch. It was quite late and the house was still. I trod the stairs up to my room, threw myself on the bed without bothering to loosen my collar, and immediately fell into a dreamless sleep.”
Chapter 3
“I arose the next morning, descending the stairs in search of the Morgans. I found them both in the parlor, and as I entered they looked at me in alarm, Calista exclaiming, ‘Mr. Carnacki, you’re injured,’ in reference to the long scratches along the right side of my face.
“‘I assure you, I’m fine,’ I said calmly, sitting down to recount the events of the previous night.
“‘I should’ve gone with you,’ said Douglas after I’d finished my story.
“‘It wouldn’t have made a difference,’ I explained, ‘and in fact it would have possibly been more dangerous. The thing cannot be dealt with in a conventional manner.’
“‘What is it, then? And how do you plan on dealing with it?’ Douglas asked.
“‘I’m not yet sure. I need to understand its origin and nature, and to do that I must return to the wood. In fact, I mean to after breakfast, although this time more fully prepared. Look for me to return tonight, and in the meantime I request that both of you stay out of the wood. Tell me, is your daughter returning soon, and does she still possess the bracelet found in the hollow?’
“‘She’ll be back this afternoon,’ Douglas replied, ‘and yes, she does. Do you require it for your investigation?’
“‘Oh surely you won’t have to take Lily’s bracelet,’ Calista objected, ‘she’s hardly taken it off since it was found. She says it makes her “Queen of the Wood.”’
“‘Then let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I hope to know more tonight, and I’ll see you then.’
“By early afternoon I had returned to the forest, this time with a case containing my usual equipment including the electric pentacle. The weather had turned: Dark storm clouds were overhead as I closed the forest gate. As I walked along the path, I could hear the first patter of rain on the leaves above. The closeness of the forest was palpable, undoubtedly made worse by the approaching storm. There was little wind, and beyond the comforting sound of rain the wood was abnormally silent and still.
“Within the hour I’d reached the hollow. The rain had intensified as I stood next to the bench where I’d first encountered the creature just the night before. I’d heard something then, before I saw the thing: A stirring and rustling on or near the knoll. I thought of the stone that had been found there, and the bracelet as well. Why had the stone been laid? What had been built there in the distant past?
“Opposite the bench, ascending the knoll in a zigzag fashion, was a stone staircase. I climbed it and found myself roughly fifteen feet above the hollow, standing upon a regular, circular plateau of approximately thirty feet in diameter. The oak towered above me, its gnarled branches extending crazily in all directions. Thick roots extended all about the top of the little hill, grasping it like misshapen fingers. I thoroughly explored the plateau, finding little. The workman had been thorough: The old stone had been removed, the soil reworked, and foliage planted to suit the new owner’s aesthetic.
“I regarded the oak and, noting the many low-hanging branches, took hold of the strongest looking one and began climbing. Despite the weather and wetness of the branches, I climbed to a considerable height, sufficient to see all of Barton Wood spread out before me in miniature. Mist hung over the wood, and to the south I could just make out the roof of the house. To the north, I could see the road and its southeasterly arc around the forest. It was a picturesque tableau, but there was nothing unusual about it. Similarly, there was nothing unusual about the oak, beyond perhaps its great age. I did note a lack of birds’ nests as I climbed, and didn’t see so much as a single squirrel.
“The rain had not relented during my ascent and observation, nor had it as I descended the tree. The sky had further darkened with the approach of the evening. Dropping upon the ground, I decided to hide myself somewhere on the knoll until dusk, in the hope the creature would make another appearance. Several bushes on the northern edge of the knoll afforded adequate cover so, crouching among them, I faced the ancient oak and waited as the sky grew ever darker.
“Dusk arrived uneventfully, and I was considering returning to the house, when I detected movement near the oak. There was a sort of slithering sound, and a rustling of foliage. Crouching as low as possible in the bushes, I watched as something appeared to materialize out of the very earth just a few feet from the tree. I could just make out its form in the darkness: Large, low to the ground, and very thin. I could see the thing’s white head: It was facing away from me and moving from side to side, as if it were searching for something. It then leapt from the knoll, landed in the hollow, and disappeared into the wood. I stayed hidden in the bushes for another minute, then, taking an electric torch from my case, I walked cautiously toward the oak. I could see little in the dark, and was about to risk the use of my light when I slipped on a root, lost my balance, and fell. Bracing myself and expecting to hit the ground near the tree, I instead felt my head, legs, and arms hitting the surrounding walls of a shaft whose aperture had appeared, as if out of nowhere, to swallow me. Landing on my back, I knew nothing for some time.
“I was awakened by the rain upon my face. I lay in complete darkness, the aperture through which I’d fallen a patch of dark blue surrounded by blackness. Feeling around blindly, I found my case close by. My electric torch, however, was lost. As I slowly regained my senses, I wondered what had happened. I could recall falling, but how, and where? My earlier exploration of the knoll revealed only a solid and regular plateau. Sitting up with a groan and taking a matchbox out of my jacket, I lit a match, and gazed at my surroundings. Dark roots, from the ancient oak above clung to the sides of a long shaft I’d fallen down. Directly in front and to both sides of me stood oddly contoured stone pillars, which appeared to be natural formations. The floor was of solid stone as well, and what little I could see of the ceiling seemed to be of the same composition. I surmised that I’d fallen into a natural cave, likely hollowed out through the action of water and roots over the millennia. I slowly rose to my feet, lit another match, and looked for a means to improvise a better light source. The stone floor of the cave was littered with dried roots, so in short order I was able to construct a rudimentary torch to provide sufficient light. I began a methodical exploration. The pillars I initially mistook for natural formations turned out to be, on closer examination, stacks of numerous flat stones: The same type that had been found at the top of the knoll. The floor was flagged with the same stone. It therefore appeared, at least in part, the cave was not a natural phenomenon. I noted as well the regular height of the ceiling, despite the numerous roots that clung to it throughout the chamber. Continuing my exploration, I came upon a set of objects that made clear the nature and purpose of the chamber into which I’d fallen. The first object was a primitive altar, constructed of the ubiquitous stone found throughout the chamber. Atop the altar was an intact human skull, the jawbone of another, and several other small artifacts. I realized then, this was no natural cave, but an ancient barrow. The knoll was not a natural formation, but a burial mound. At last I had a clearer understanding of the mystery and the force with which I was dealing. Arranged around the intact skull was a necklace very similar in style to that which the Morgans had found on their cellar stair. At the base of the altar lay more skeletal remains: Two skeletons, intact but for their skulls, lay side by side. One skeleton had been displaced and partially entwined by the roots of the oak above, its arm and shoulder having been lifted several inches off the ground. The remains were richly adorned in jewelry and ceremonial appointments I recognized as being typical to the late Neolithic period. Clearly, those interred here were of great social stature, likely the tribal chief and his betrothed. I found no other skeletal remains in the barrow, but there were many ceremonial objects spread throughout it, making it a veritable archaeological treasure house.
“Returning to the altar, I considered the case in light of these discoveries. Clearly, a force of great power, one that had been at peace for thousands of years, had been awakened. It seemed to have begun when the workmen removed the stone from the top of the mound, and with the finding of the bracelet, which had likely been brought near the surface by the action of the tree roots. Once awakened, the forest itself changed, becoming more watchful and fearful. Then there was the incident at the girl’s window. She was wearing the bracelet found by the workmen. A bracelet that had no doubt formerly adorned the wrist of one long interred here. And I recalled the girl referring to herself as ‘Queen of the Wood.’ Was the force exerting some kind of influence upon her? Finally, there was the disturbance in the cellar. The thing was trying to get into the house. But why had it left the necklace in the cellar?
“As I stood near the altar, rustling noises reached my ears from the aperture above. Had the thing returned from its nocturnal wanderings? If it had, I needed to act quickly to protect myself. Opening my case, I withdrew the various components of the electric pentacle. I first drew a pentacle in chalk large enough for myself in front of the altar. Next, I placed the various material components of the pentacle in their proper positions. Finally, I placed the valves, connected the wires to the portable battery, and switched on the power. I stood in the middle of the pentacle and watched as the unearthly blue glow suffused the barrow. In my haste to make defensive preparations, my improvised torch had gone out, so the only light was that of the pentacle. The noises outside the barrow intensified, and I watched as a shadowy form dropped to the floor of the barrow from the shaft above. The thing’s head came into view as it stalked into the lambent glow of the pentacle. The hollow eyes of the skull seemed to regard me intently. It appeared to have an aversion to light—or perhaps it sensed the power of the pentacle—as it maintained its distance and kept to the darker areas of the barrow. What I could make out of its form was lithe, catlike, with darkly glistening vine-like sinew and a twisted frame of gnarled branches. Thorny claws clicked upon the stone floor as it walked. Crouching low, the thing cautiously stalked toward me, utterly silent but for the click, click, click of its clawed feet. Then, within a few feet, it pounced. The valves flared in response and the thing was thrown back, nearly to the opposite wall of the barrow. Undeterred, the creature circled the perimeter of the chamber, just outside the blue glow, as if it were searching for a weak spot to attack. I stood, frozen in my terror and amazement at the spectacle. Taking a breath, I sat in the middle of the pentacle, being careful to not upset any of its components. I followed the thing with my eyes as it circled the chamber. It made several attempts to breach the protective barrier, but was each time repelled.
“Hours had passed, it was still well before dawn, and I was exhausted. The surge of adrenaline I’d felt when the creature entered the barrow had worn off long before, and I was cramped from the sitting position I’d assumed. The thing actually left the barrow a few times, and I had thoughts of attempting an escape, but each time it returned within minutes to continue its assault. Fortunately, the pentacle repelled the thing, although I knew the power source wouldn’t hold up indefinitely. I didn’t dare sleep for fear of knocking over some component of the pentacle or allowing part of my body to go outside it. I had no choice but to remain vigilant within the protective circle.
“The pentacle had begun to dim when I heard a welcome and hopeful sound: That of birdsong in the oak far above. I knew that dawn was not far. The thing continued to stalk the chamber, although it had ceased its attacks on the pentacle. I believe it was biding its time, waiting for the power of the pentacle to diminish. In my desperation, I’d gathered a few large rocks that were inside the pentacle to use as weapons, despite knowing they would likely prove of little use against the thing.
“The morning light had begun to show from the opening above when the thing’s behavior changed. Now seeming to take no notice of either me or the pentacle, it assumed a position behind the altar, resting its skull upon the highest altar stone, next to the intact skull. It remained motionless for several seconds, then transformed, or more accurately disassembled, before my eyes. The vines and roots of its musculature unwound and seemed to merge with those covering the floor and walls of the chamber. A structure of branches, twigs, and thorns remained standing for a moment, then collapsed in a pile to the stone floor. Almost simultaneously, a writhing and rustling sound came from the aperture above, and the daylight was extinguished. The glow of the pentacle, now very dim, was the only source of light. Standing stiffly, I walked under the shaft and found that the roots had closed over the aperture. I now understood why I hadn’t seen the shaft yesterday when I initially surveyed the knoll. The force with which I was dealing manifested much more powerfully at night. During the daylight hours, it entered a relative period of ‘rest’, sealing itself in the barrow. Now I was sealed in with it!
“I turned my attention to seeking a means of escape. Roots from the oak trailed down through the shaft, so I first attempted to climb out. Selecting one of the sturdier roots, I pulled myself level with the shaft, then took advantage of various footholds in the shaft walls to lift myself up to the root-covered aperture. Bracing my feet and legs on the sides of the shaft, I attempted to pull apart the roots that barred my exit. But it was no use, the roots were thick and strong, and wouldn’t yield to my efforts. Lowering myself down, I looked in my case for an implement with which I might cut or saw the roots barring the aperture above, but the only sharp object was a small pocket knife insufficient to the task. I considered fire, but both the dampness and size of the roots made this an unlikely option, moreover I had little desire to permanently damage the ancient tree. Tunneling through the barrow wall was not likely, and I hadn’t the tools. I knew I had to escape before darkness fell, for I would no longer have the protection of the pentacle. I’d been sitting on the stone floor of the barrow for several minutes, considering my dwindling options, when I heard the muffled sound of voices coming from outside. It was Douglas and Calista Morgan! They’d come in search of me when I hadn’t made an appearance at breakfast. Placing myself directly under the shaft I let out a long ‘Hallo!’ There was no response. I repeated my call as loud as I could muster. Then I heard my name called, quite close by, but still muffled. ‘Down here,’ I yelled, desperate but hopeful, ‘under the oak!’ I waited for what seemed several minutes, then I heard the voice of Douglas coming from above, ‘Carnacki, is that you?’
“‘Indeed it is, I’m trapped down here and you’ll need to cut through the roots. Just follow the sound of my voice.’ An indistinct conversation followed, then the voice of Calista.
“‘Douglas has returned to the house for an axe and a bit of rope, Mr. Carnacki. Just hold tight for a little while longer!’ she said.
“Within the hour, Douglas had returned. The dull thud of an axe on the tree roots above echoed through the barrow. Following several minutes of work, a rope ladder was lowered down through the shaft. I hauled myself up and lay, exhausted and relieved, near the aperture. The three of us sat under the shade of the oak, and I told them of the previous night’s adventure.
“‘Carnacki, have you learned just what this thing is?’ Douglas asked.
“‘A force of great power that had formerly been at rest for a very long time. I believe it to be a manifestation of a need to put things back as they were. The entity troubling Barton Wood is not an intelligence per se, but one which acts on instinct. This all began when the barrow was disturbed. A long slumber was interrupted when the stones were removed and the bracelet found. The stones found at the top formed a roof, and were likely arranged in a pattern that had some influence with Outside forces, and certainly would’ve had ceremonial significance to the builders of the barrow.’
“‘But the necklace, how did it come to be in the cellar?’ asked Calista.
“‘That’s something of a mystery, but my surmise is that it had been worn around the neck of the thing, and simply fell by happenstance when it was looking for a way into the house, undoubtedly in search of the bracelet.’
“‘This is all intolerable Carnacki, how are we to live with this thing haunting the estate?’ Douglas asked.
“‘It will be put to rest. To accomplish that, the bracelet and necklace must be returned to the barrow, and the barrow resealed as it had been for thousands of years.’
“‘But shouldn’t the creature be destroyed and the barrow emptied?’ Douglas objected.
“‘Any attempt to do so, I believe, would further arouse that which lay in the barrow. I believe the manifestation we’ve experienced to be only a fraction of its power. No, to disturb it further would be most unwise.’
“‘And what right have we to destroy it, in any case?’ Calista asked. ‘They were here long before us, and I fear we’re the ones who caused this disturbance. Douglas, I believe Mr. Carnacki is right.’
“‘Think of yourselves as custodians,’ I advised them, ‘and keep the matter secret, for there are those who would be very interested in what lies in that barrow, and wouldn’t care if something were to be disturbed.’
“‘All right, I’m convinced!’ Douglas relented. ‘How can we help, then?’
“‘I’m afraid I’ll need your daughter’s bracelet, as well as the necklace, and enough of the stone taken from the top of the mound to seal it properly once again.’
“‘Oh, poor Lily,’ said Calista, ‘she loves the bracelet so.’
“‘I may have a means to ameliorate that as well. Tell her only that Mr. Carnacki needs to borrow the bracelet for a short time,’ I replied. ‘There are a number of things I need to do before nightfall. The first, with your permission of course, is to photograph the interior of the barrow. I’ll also need to take a picture of Lily’s bracelet to address the other part of my plan. Calista, if you can take care of borrowing the bracelet, and Douglas, I’ll ask you to lower me into the barrow once more.’”
Chapter 4
“I’d brought a camera with me and took a number of photographs of the barrow, which alone would be of great value to archaeologists. I promised the Morgans I wouldn’t divulge the location of the barrow, and I know I can trust the four of you to keep the secret.
“Calista returned in short order with the bracelet and necklace, and Douglas carefully lowered both through the shaft. I arrayed the necklace around the skull that, just a few hours before, had been part of the thing haunting the estate. Examining the remains behind the altar, I observed the larger of the two skeletons had a bracelet similar to the one found by the workmen around its right wrist, while the smaller skeleton had no such adornment. I carefully placed it around the wrist, and moved the remains as gently as possible away from the interfering roots. I hoped I’d gotten it right, took one last look around the barrow, and climbed up the shaft. Douglas and I carefully replaced many of the stones that had been laid around the oak, while Calista tended to the roots that had been sawn away. It was hard work, and by evening the three of us sat, exhausted, under the tree.
“‘How will we know we were successful?’ Douglas asked.
“‘If you’re feeling adventurous, I suggest we remain here for the next few hours and find out, although I have little doubt of the outcome.’
“Douglas looked over at his wife, ‘Lily is with the governess, so I’m game if you are.’
“She readily agreed, and the three of us climbed down the mound, sat facing the oak, and awaited dusk. I admit, by this time I’d already begun to feel the difference in the wood, so I wasn’t at all worried, but the Morgans were more tentative. However, it wasn’t long before they, too, felt the difference. Despite the waning light, birdsong continued unabated, and nocturnal insects had become active.
“It was well after dark when we took the forest path back to the house. The wood had indeed changed: The sense of watchfulness had relented and it no longer felt as if the trees were closing in. It was as any other wood on a summer night. We sat for some time on the veranda upon our return to the house and the Morgans wondered at the sense of normalcy that had returned to the wood, something they’d not experienced for several months.
“I departed the following morning, informing the Morgans they could expect a package from me in the next few days. Upon my return to London, I stopped by the theater district to speak with a friend who specializes in making costume jewelry for several theater companies. I shared with her several photos I’d taken of the bracelet and she was able to contrive a lovely replica of the bracelet for Lily. She sent it, along with a note from me, to the Morgans just a few days later. Thus I was able to satisfy the desires of multiple residents, young and old, of Barton Wood.
“I heard from the Morgans just a day or two ago. It seems the forest is lovelier than ever, although, perhaps, a bit more tame. Lily’s bracelet arrived, and she’s once again ‘Queen of the Wood.’ The girl’s choice of words was interesting, and I wondered whether it was actually entirely her choice, or an instance of psychic projection from somewhere else. Whatever the case, she’s out of danger with the entity in the barrow placated.
Carnacki had finished his story and sat in silence, smoking his pipe. Taylor was the first to speak.
“What of the photos, can we see them?”
Carnacki produced a folio from his desk and placed it on the table before us. “I made three sets of photos: One set for me, one for the Morgans, and one for the Department of Archaeology at Cambridge. In the case of the latter I wouldn’t divulge the location in which the photos were taken. This caused some consternation amongst the faculty, you can believe me, but they readily accepted the photos nonetheless.”
The four of us gathered around the table as Carnacki presented the photographs. They were truly amazing, and we remarked on the barrow’s state of preservation more than once.
“Indeed, there is some powerful Outside influence that aids in its preservation. Although what its source and purpose is, I’m hesitant to speculate.”
It was quite late when Carnacki escorted us to the front door and released us into the warm, fragrant summer night.
“Out you go!” he said, and shut his door.
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