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Dedication




For my husband, who has begged me to write a 

book set on Dartmoor for years…

This one’s for you!
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DARTMOOR… 


A LAND OF DARK AND STRANGE TALES 





In the darkest corner of the southwest of England lies a haunted and wild moorland. Known as Dartmoor, this land is imposing and atmospheric, visible for miles around the county of Devon. But, most importantly, it is home to many legends told by the locals—stories passed down through generations for hundreds of years. 

Have you heard of the decapitated hands that haunt the winding road near Postbridge and grab the steering wheel of your car, forcing you off the road? Did you know there’s a bottomless pool near Burrator Reservoir that reflects the face of a person who will soon perish? And what about the sprite who lurks under the bridge in Ashburton and steals children?

Fairies, witches, sprites, and deadly beasts may not be seen as real to most people, but here on Dartmoor the normal rules do not apply. Tales of treachery and murder, deceit and disaster fill this wild, untamed moor, but none are as dark as the mystifying death of Kitty Jay hundreds of years ago. Who dared murder this sweet, innocent lady? For centuries, who has put the flowers on her grave? And who can finally solve this mystery of Kitty Jay’s death? 








  
  
CHAPTER ONE




Rain lashed down, and Cally stared up at the bowing roof of Aunt Hannah’s car. Any second now, the roof was going to cave in, and the night would invade. Cally had already voiced these concerns, not that they’d been taken well. Or seriously. Still, she shrugged. At least she’d be somewhat ready for it, when they’d be swamped in water and darkness, and the inkiness would have tendrils that would wrap around them. 

She swallowed hard. She was wearing her raincoat—the only one of them in the car who was—and she’d already moved some plastic carrier bags over the top of one of the fabric tote bags, so that when the storm came in, her most prized possessions—the bag of her mother’s things—wouldn’t get too soggy. 

“Just a little farther.” Aunt Hannah’s voice startled Cally. Her aunt didn’t normally talk in such a high-pitched tone. Only when she was upset. Then again, that was something that had been happening more and more in the last two years and ten months, since Cally and her brothers had ended up living with her. It wasn’t that Aunt Hannah didn’t like them or anything—she did, and she’d been more than willing to step in to take them on—but Cally had seen the strain this had put on her aunt’s health. 

About a year ago, the doctors had advised that Aunt Hannah needed a major operation, but she’d been putting it off. It was never the right time, or she’d say she couldn’t possibly leave the children for so long. But three weeks ago, the doctor had told her it simply couldn’t be delayed any longer without very serious consequences. The surgery was scheduled for tomorrow, and so Aunt Hannah was driving Cally and her brothers down to Devon—even though the doctor had advised against her taking any long journeys, but of course Cally’s aunt had insisted on taking them in person.

Aunt Hannah gripped the steering wheel even tighter and pulled the car over a bumpy patch in the road. She was hunched over in her seat, her shoulders up by her ears, as she leaned forwards, trying to see through the river running down the windscreen. “Just a little farther, and then we’ll be there.” 

All Cally could see ahead was gnarly, shadowed moorland rising up, and lashing rain, and a wonderful darkness illuminated by the headlights. They were in the middle of nowhere—the kind of nothingness that was full of secrets and danger. The kind of nowhere that made Cally feel alive. She had just turned thirteen years old, and up until two years and ten months ago, when the three of them had been left orphans, Cally had loved to be in the thick of things, in towns and cities where things were always going on. She had liked the vibrancy and busyness, the noise and atmosphere. But now? Well, she preferred the quieter spaces. Places where she could breathe and think. 

“I think we have become adrift on our route,” Caleb said from the backseat. 

“Just say that we’re lost.” Cally twisted around to see Caleb and Milo, her brothers. 

Caleb’s well-thumbed pocket dictionary was on his lap—obviously where he’d got the word “adrift” from because sounding posh was his new obsession—and Milo was clutching his teddy bear. Both boys were wedged in among the rest of their luggage: their mum’s old suitcase and a lot of tote bags and Tesco bags-for-life crammed full of clothes and toys and blankets. Food packaging littered the floor beneath their feet. Aunt Hannah probably wasn’t going to be happy about that—it was getting harder and harder for her to move about, let alone try and clean. Not that it was an amazing car. It was old and rattily, and the seats were worn, and the heating system was erratic. 

Erratic. Cally’s mum always said that everything about Aunt Hannah was erratic. And she kind of was. Whereas Cally’s mum had been organised and structured, wearing neat clothes and getting her nails done every fortnight, Aunt Hannah was a whirlwind of paint, messy hair, and old dungarees. Even in the photos from when they were very little, their two very different personalities were apparent.

“We’re not lost.” Aunt Hannah sounded like she was speaking through gritted teeth, but when Cally looked again at her, she couldn’t see her expression. Huge shadows were claiming her. 

Cally loved shadows, loved the darkness—but it was more than the darkness that Cally loved. Imagining the tendrils and monsters and all the things that made Caleb laugh and Milo scream kept her alive. It was a calling that she didn’t quite understand. And Dartmoor at night was perfect for this. Through the heavy rain, Cally could see the watery outlines of ghostly hills—dark greys and greens and blues—slithering towards her, out of the mist. Skeletal, windswept trees reached for the car with their long, gnarly fingers like they wanted to climb inside the vehicle. 

“Yes, here’s the crossroads coming up,” Aunt Hannah said. She braked sharply, and there was a grating sound. Earlier, she’d cursed loudly about the brakes, said they needed looking at, while Milo had giggled because she’d said a swear word even though she was always complaining when Cally swore. Saying that her niece had picked up bad habits in secondary school, that Cally’s dear departed parents would hardly recognise their only daughter anymore, as if that was something that was supposed to make Cally feel bad. 

Now, lightning cracked the sky, and Cally’s ears popped. The car engine roared. Milo started to whine.

“Don’t be such a baby,” she snapped at him, then immediately she felt bad because Milo was only six years old and she was supposed to be looking out for him.

“There’ll be thunder soon,” Caleb said. 

Cally could tell he was smiling by the tone of his voice. That, and he was her twin. They may not be identical, but they still had a connection. “And then you’ll be really disconcerted, Milo.” Caleb wore his best triumphant look because of course he wanted to show off how intelligent he was. “That means unsettled.”

“I won’t be unsettled!” Milo protested.

“Be quiet,” Aunt Hannah said. “I need to concentrate.” 

The beat of the rain on the roof got harder—all tinny and staccato—and, suddenly, the windows fogged. Mildly warm air blasted from the car’s radiator. It was like they were in a cocoon, protected from the storm. It was strangely comforting, and Cally pressed her hands against her window, leaving palmprints there. She was about to turn to tell her brothers how cool the storm was—and look at that bit of mist that’s swirling in the road—when she heard a strange sound, like a clock chiming. Only that didn’t make sense because Aunt Hannah’s radio didn’t work.. 

Cally turned, frowning, and movement caught the corner of her eye. “Look!” she shouted. 

Suddenly, the mist was dissolving, and a young woman stood in the path of the car. She looked towards them, terror on her face, her dark hair plastered to her skin by the rain. The car was also speeding up, and the engine was roaring like a monster, and thunder was rumbling, and Aunt Hannah was screaming, “What?” 

And the woman didn’t move. Her mouth just dropped open, and Cally saw a gap between her front teeth—and then she properly saw the woman. Oh my God! It can’t be.

“Stop!” Cally shrieked.

Brakes squealed, and Cally grabbed the edge of her seat, and the woman was just standing there as they slid towards her. She was soaked, hair stuck to her pale face—but Cally saw her. She saw everything about her, and she recognised the face and… and it didn’t make sense. It didn’t make sense at all. 

Another flash of lightning twisted across the sky, and Aunt Hannah was still screaming when something clunked under the car.

They stopped.

Cally’s heart pounded. 

The rain had stopped. 

Everything had stopped, except their rugged breathing. 

“Everyone okay?” Aunt Hannah asked, breathing hard, frantic. 

Cally looked back at Caleb and Milo. Both nodded, eyes wide. 

“Cally?”

“Yeah,” she said, even though her mind was spinning, because the woman in the road had looked exactly like her aunt did before Cally was born. Cally had a photo of a young Aunt Hannah in the bag that contained her mum’s things. Cally had found the crumpled photo in the drawer of her mum’s desk, and she knew it like the back of her hand: her aunt’s heart-shaped face, wavy auburn hair, the gap between her front teeth. It was one of the only photos where a teenage Aunt Hannah was smiling, because all the others had her in what Aunt Hannah referred to as her “scowling phase” and even she didn’t remember that photo being taken.

But this woman in the road had looked just like her. Somehow, Cally had even seen the gap between her front teeth too. But now the young woman was gone… Or under the car. Cally gulped.

“That was so cool,” Caleb said, looking out his window. “The storm’s vanished.”  

Cally rubbed her neck as she twisted back and looked out the windscreen. All she could see was murky, swirling darkness and a bit of ragged moorland with lumps of granite and a few faint stars in a now-clear sky. “Where’s that woman?” 

She felt sick.

“What woman?” Her aunt turned towards her. “What was it you saw? Oh, goodness, I haven’t hit someone, have I?” Aunt Hannah shoved at her door—it took two attempts before the hinges creaked and the door released—and an icy wind billowed through and stung Cally’s face. 

Cally unplugged her seatbelt, threw her door open, and jumped out. Water splashed around her ankles, soft marshy ground trying to drag her downwards, but the air was still. No wind at all. How eerie, Cally thought, and—

“Cally… Help me.” 

The whisper danced across Cally’s skin, and she inhaled sharply. This woman knows my name? She frowned. It couldn’t literally be Aunt Hannah’s younger self, could it?

But Cally couldn’t see anyone. She ran around the car, her feet slipping in the squelchy grass and mud—she needed to find her. 

“There’s no one here,” Aunt Hannah—the proper one—shouted, her voice strained. She was still in the car, the door open, leaning out as far as she could manage to look around. “Cally, get back in the car.” 

But Cally dropped to her knees, soaking her jeans as she looked under the car, half expecting to see a body as wet grass licked her skin and hair. She blinked hard, grit somehow getting in her eyes, but there was no one there. 

“Callandra Harper, get in the car now!” 

Aunt Hannah’s voice made Cally jolt. She hated her full name being used, and she particularly hated the way her aunt said it: Caul-and-ra instead of Callan-dra.

“Where did she go?” Cally stood up, looking around again—to the right of the car, where the moor sloped up, then the front: the tarmacked road wound on, and she could see what she thought was one of the little gravelled car parks for moor-walkers. 

The car’s headlights were still on—two tunnels of light illuminating a raised mound just to the left. It was in the middle of an entrance way to a dark, wooded lane, completely stopping any cars going down there, towards a wooden gate. Beyond the gate, it looked like there were woods. Gloomy, lonely. 

Someone had placed flowers on the mound. It looked like a grave.

Cally stepped towards it, splashing in water and mud. The flowers were too dark, lying at the far end of the mound, but the night made them look wrong, like someone had painted them, drenching them in evil. Just behind the flowers, the mound rose even higher—the tallest part of the grave, almost like a headstone, but still made of the earth. Cally stepped closer, and suddenly the wind roared, chilling her. Rain began to fall again as she looked. There were things piled up there, on the head of the grave. Dark shapes. Coins. Something plastic-y.

“Cally… Help me.” 

The voice—her voice, again. Cally whipped around, but the headlights of Aunt Hannah’s car blinded her, leaving murky shapes in her vision when she looked away. Still, she couldn’t see anyone else. She glanced back at the grave. A tingling sensation slipped down her spine, and a bad feeling crept over her—the same kind of feeling she had got two years ago, just as the policemen came to the house where Caleb, Milo, and she were being watched be a sleepy neighbour. An hour later, and the three of them were driven to Aunt Hannah’s London flat. 

“In the car!” Aunt Hannah shouted. “Now.” 

Cally scurried back inside the car, her heart pounding in a way she didn’t understand. Her throat felt too thick. She swallowed hard. She didn’t know who had just spoken to her, but it couldn’t have been a younger version of her aunt, and it definitely couldn’t be the grave. Or the person inside it. 

If there even was one. 

If it even was a grave, because how ridiculous would it be, having an actual grave out here?

Dad always said Cally had a macabre imagination, and she smiled a little now, despite herself, as if her imaginings could make her closer to her dead father.

“Urgh, Cal, you’re soaked. No, you’re saturated!” Caleb hooted with laughter, and Cally knew his amusement was because she was about to get told off big time by Aunt Hannah. She’d been complaining all day about how Cally doesn’t listen to her.

But all Aunt Hannah said was, “Let’s just get there in one piece,” before tutting loudly.

They shut their doors at the same time. Aunt Hannah turned the key in the ignition, and they were off again. 

“Cally, don’t leave me…” 

There it was, that voice again. Cally whirled around to look out the window—directly at the grave-mound and the flowers. That’s all she could see. No woman. 

Am I actually being haunted by a younger version of my aunt? 

As Aunt Hannah sped up, Cally peered out the windows into the dark moorland, searching for a figure. They passed windswept trees and hedges that looked too dark, like they were trying to hide something. The road became bumpier, jolting the car this way and that. Cally tried to pull the sodden material of her jeans away from her skin, as if it would help dry her, stop the sinister chill from sinking into her body. It didn’t. 

“Are we nearly there yet?” Milo asked, just as the rain thundered down on the roof again, making tinny sounds.

“I’ll tell you when we’re at Cannon Farm,” Aunt Hannah snapped, clenching the steering wheel so hard her knuckles whitened. 

Milo whimpered.


      [image: ]Fifteen minutes later, after they’d made two wrong turns and turned around twice because they’d ended up at the wrong farm, Aunt Hannah stopped the car. “Remember to be polite. Your grandmother is big on manners.”

Thanks for telling us, Cally wanted to say, because no one had ever really spoken about this woman. They’d never even met her, because Cally’s parents had done their best to avoid the woman, moving away from Devon to Kent, and even Aunt Hannah had left the moors for the capital city. Cally had asked about this mysterious grandmother—of course she had—but she’d never really had any answers.

And yet now they were stepping out the car to meet her. The four of them stood on cracked concrete under the cover of night. A strong smell of cow manure hung in the air, despite the rain. Cally wrinkled her nose and checked her phone. No signal. 

With difficulty, Aunt Hannah dragged their luggage from the car and plopped the bags down next to Cally. Then she grabbed the empty biscuit wrappers from the floor and handed them to Caleb. He gave her a what-do-I-do-with-these look but didn’t drop them on the ground, like Cally knew he wanted to. Caleb had always been getting told off by Mum and Dad for littering; it was only since they’ve been gone that he’d seemingly been trying not to do it. Or he’d been trying not to do anything except read that stupid dictionary. In short, her brother had turned into a bore.

“That’s Grandma’s house?” Milo asked, his voice little and quiet. 

Cally turned to look at the house. The house they were supposed to live in from now on, in the middle of nowhere. 

“It’s falling down.” Caleb clutched his dictionary, and for once he didn’t seem to have a big, impressive word to use. 

But it was falling down, this house. What little moonlight that wasn’t being consumed by the angry clouds and angry rain showed an angry, gaping hole in the roof. Blocks of stone carpeted the ground by one side of the house, and a telegraph pole had fallen and was resting its top and wires against the roof.

“It’s fine.” Aunt Hannah twirled her car keys around her fingers. “Your grandmother will… look after you. Go on.” She prodded Milo towards the door. 

“You’re not coming with us?” Milo’s bottom lip wobbled. 

“I…” Aunt Hannah’s face paled. “Yes. Just go ahead and knock on the door. I’ll follow behind. You’re faster than I am.” She forced out a laugh.

Cally looked at Grandma’s house. A light flickered on in one of the windows on the ground floor. There were no curtains, and Cally saw the silhouette of a woman hobbling along. She was heading for the door. 

Great. Cally scowled but she marched on ahead, with her brothers.

“She can’t be that bad, right?” Caleb said to her. “Else Aunt Hannah wouldn’t have brought us here.” 

But Cally knew he was seeking reassurance, and the fact was that this was a weird situation, being dropped off—not for an overnight visit, but for at least three months—with a relative that neither their parents nor aunt got on with.

Cally took a deep breath and glanced behind her to check that her aunt was still there. “Well, our lives can’t get worse, can they?” She grabbed Milo’s hand and marched the final few steps to the door. 








  
  
CHAPTER TWO




Grandma Wolfe was one of the strangest of women Cally had ever seen. Her skin was an off-white, almost grey colour, and it hung from her frame in baggy sheaves, like she had too much of it but was trying to hold onto it all, tying it to the bony protrusions of her face and arms with invisible bows. Glasses balanced precariously at the end of her nose. It was exactly like Cally’s mum’s nose— big and strong and confident, as Mum said, once, when Caleb commented on how large it was. 

Oh, and Grandma was wearing a cloak. A huge black cloak that looked more like a tent. But a cloak, nonetheless. Like a witch.

“Hi, Mum,” Aunt Hannah said from behind Cally. 

Grandma Wolfe blinked at them all, confusion filling her face. “Hannah?” She squinted. “And these are…”

“Emma’s children,” Aunt Hannah said, her voice strained. “I wrote to you, several times. I didn’t get any answer, but they need to stay with you.” 

“I… I haven’t opened my post yet.” 

“From three weeks ago?”

Cally shifted her weight from foot to foot. 

“Well, uh, come on inside, children,” Grandma Wolfe said, still blinking rapidly. 

The three of them hurried in and found themselves in a small kitchen. There was an even smaller table in its centre, copper pots and pans hanging on the walls, and what looked like half the produce of a vegetable garden on the counter by the sink, along with a sharp knife. 

“Go on, through there,” Grandma said, prodding them past the kitchen table and through a very low doorway, into a living room. “I’ll just talk to Hannah for a moment.” 

“What is that smell?” Caleb exclaimed as they entered the living room. “It is repulsive!”

The smell in question was…bad. Cally’s stomach roiled as she looked around. She couldn’t see much in Grandma’s living room. The lighting was dim and flickering—one old lamp on a long metal arm in the middle of the living room was swaying. It fell suddenly with a crash, sending two ginger cats yowling out of the room at an impressive speed.

“It’s rank in here,” Cally said, staring at what seemed to be a very mouldy Grandfather clock. She turned back, as if to leave, but Aunt Hannah and Grandma were talking in hushed, low voices by the door. Aunt Hannah had her serious face on, so Cally knew she was telling Grandma about the operation. Cally swallowed hard. The doctor had said it was very serious. Aunt Hannah would be in hospital a while. The recovery would take a long time. 

Cally didn’t know all the ins and outs of what was wrong with her aunt. Aunt Hannah had been trying to shield her and her brothers from it, keeping them away from the hospital appointments, but enough information had seeped through that Cally had been worrying a lot. Especially at night, when she couldn’t sleep.

“Have we really got to live here?” Milo asked in a small voice, his bottom lip wobbling. 

“Just for a little while,” Caleb said. “But it will be like a holiday!” 

Cally tuned out her brothers’ voices and tried to listen in on the adults’ conversation. Grandma’s back was to her, but she could see Aunt Hannah’s face looking pale and worried. 

“I am surprised you chose me,” Grandma was saying. “I didn’t think you wanted anything to do with…” 

Cally missed the end of the sentence, because Milo started crying loudly, and she turned back to him. She hugged him and tried to calm him down, even though she was feeling anything but calm, and when she and Caleb had at last placated him somewhat, Aunt Hannah was calling out goodbye to them. 

Cally’s heart lurched, and she ran to hug her. She could feel how thin her aunt’s body was now and how much she was shaking with the effort of standing there. 

“I’ll be back soon, okay?” Aunt Hannah whispered and then kissed Cally’s forehead. 

Cally swallowed a lump in her throat and then moved aside so that Caleb and Milo could say their goodbyes. And then Aunt Hannah was walking away and Grandma was shutting the door. 

Suddenly, it seemed very quiet in this cottage. 

“Did you not bring any luggage?” Grandma asked. “The bags will be getting mighty wet out if they’re out there.”

Caleb and Cally retrieved the bags and deposited them next to cat basket. Milo stayed where he was standing in the middle of the kitchen.

“First things first,” Grandma said once the bags were deposited onto the kitchen floor. “Measurements!” She pulled out a tape measure from the depths of her cloak. The tape measure was green and looked like the one Cally’s dad had that he got from B&Q. Grandma pointed at the closed door. “Stand against it. One at a time. Caleb, you first.” 

He moved to the door. 

Grandma, with surprising flexibility, placed the end of the tape measure by Caleb’s foot, holding it down with the point of her shoe. She was wearing bright-red heels, like Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. Cally’s heart tightened. Mum and Aunt Hannah love that film. But Grandma was wearing the shoes indoors which just didn’t seem right, and nor did they match the rest of her outfit. Cally found it hard to believe that this was the woman who’d raised her perfect mum. Then again, she’d also raised Aunt Hannah.

Grandma measured Caleb, produced a fountain pen from her cloak, and made a mark on the back of the door. Caleb Victor, she wrote next to it. 

“Callandra, you’re next,” Grandma said. 

“It’s Cally.” She swapped places with Caleb. “No one calls me Callandra.” Except when they’re being mean and unreasonable, telling me off for things I haven’t done.

The light in Grandma’s eyes darkened. “You are named after a hugely important person, Callandra. Don’t throw away that connection. Connections are important.” 

“So are names,” Cally muttered, feeling her temper rising. Even though she wanted to ask who this hugely important person was, she didn’t want to interact with Grandma. Then she hoped that Grandma didn’t have freakishly good hearing. Not like Mum did. 

Then again, who cares if Grandma heard me? I don’t know enough about this woman to care what she thinks of me.

But Grandma didn’t hear her—or if she did, she didn’t say anything else. She just marked Cally’s height on the wall. When Cally stepped away, she found Grandma had written Callandra Tulip. She bristled at the fact that Grandma knew her middle name too, when she hardly knew her at all. Not even Emily, Cally’s best friend at school, knew her middle name.

“And Milo. Now, please. I haven’t got all night.”

Milo was shaking and sucking his thumb. Cally imagined Emily rolling her eyes at him like she so often had, and she felt sad that she wouldn’t be able to tell her friend about this at school tomorrow. Not when she and her brothers had to live on Dartmoor now, what may as well be thousands of miles from home. Sure, she could talk to Emily online, but that wasn’t the same.

“It’s all right,” Caleb said to Milo. He might laugh at him at times, but he was a protective brother. Sometimes, Cally thought she needed to be more protective of Milo, too. 

With Milo’s height marked against the wall as Milo Diego, Grandma took off her cloak. She was thin and wizened underneath, wearing a green woolly jumper—sleeves rolled up to her elbows—and baggy jeans that stopped four inches above her ankles and those red heels. Then she grabbed a broom. Like, a proper witch’s broom. 

“I better get rooms ready for you,” she said, waving the broom about. “While I do that, you can feed the animals.” 

Milo’s eyes brightened. “Animals?” 

“Three ponies, seven sheep, and a goat. Stubborn little things, all of them. There are cattle, too—but avoid them. Callandra, you’ll look after the ponies—they’re in the stables over yonder.” She pointed vaguely behind Cally. “Caleb, the sheep will love you. And little Milo—” Her voice got strangely high-pitched, reminding Cally of Aunt Hannah’s tone in the car. “The goat’s called Mr Henry Harold Hawker-Hawkins. Very particular on his name, he is. Now, go and feed them. I’ll have the pests out of your rooms by the time you’re back.” 

“Pests?” Cally took a step back. 

Grandma looked even more like a witch, the way she was standing, then she cackled—actually cackled, and the hugest of shivers ran down Cally’s spine. “You’ll understand what it’s like ’round here soon enough. Now, be quick.” 

“We can’t go on our own,” Caleb said. It’s what Mum and Dad always said. You can’t go out alone at night. 

Grandma snorted. “You can, and you will. Off you go.” She actually shooed them. “The storm’ll be worsening soon. Torches are by the door.” 


      [image: ]“Those are unmistakably the stables.” Caleb pointed to the block ahead of them just as a flash of lightning illuminated it, lighting it up much better than the dim torchlight did. 

Stables from some nightmare, Cally thought, and despite herself, her excitement rose a little. The building was big and dark, throwing long shadows towards her. She was sure her old school teacher would say it was ominous because Miss Miller used that word all the time. But it did feel like that—ominous—and although it was scary, Cally had to admit it was thrilling too, being out here, proving how brave she was.

“I’ll feed the horses and see you over there.” Cally pointed in the direction of the only other outbuilding—presumably where the goat was. Mr—what was it? Harold Henry Hawker-Hawkins? She guessed the sheep fields were behind it. 

Milo looked relieved that Caleb was going to be staying with him—of course they wouldn’t have Milo on his own, as he was only six—and Cally ventured forwards. She was old enough to do this alone. 

This is exciting, she insisted to herself.

Raindrops splattered on her hands as she clutched the torch and followed the narrow tunnel of light. With every step she took towards the stables, her soul grew heavier. 

I’m not scared. I like dark things. And really, this was exciting because it was nothing like anything she’d done before. She’d never been on a farm, and yet now she was going to be a farmer. And there were horses! Cally had had her horsey phase when she was about Milo’s age, and she couldn’t deny that it had ever left her completely. And now she was going to have horses, and maybe Mum and Aunt Hannah grew up with horses too, going out to brush their coats and put bridles on them…

Cally expected something dramatic to happen the moment she entered the stables—what, she didn’t know, but something. Only, nothing did. 

See? It’s just an ordinary building. Not ominous at all. 

The inside of the barn was divided up into six or seven stables with big wooden partitions between them. The half-stable doors were shut on each one, and the smell of hay greeted her. It was quiet—so quiet that Cally could hear her own heart pounding in her ears. She headed for the nearest stable, wondering if there were in fact no horses in here. Surely they wouldn’t be this quiet? 

She stood on her tiptoes so she could see over the bolted half-door and—

These were not…horses. 

These were…

She took a step back. Rushing sounds filled her ears. She didn’t even know what to call these. 

Beasts?

Slowly, Cally looked again. 

There were three horse-shaped creatures inside this stable, but that was about as far as you could go with that description. Each was a silvery-grey colour, and they were shimmering, flickering. The smallest was very small, like it was a foal.

The biggest beast nearest Cally opened its mouth, yawning, revealing tiny, pointed teeth and strings of saliva that stretched from one jaw to the other. 

The second beast was lying down, but it stirred, lifting its head. Its front legs shook, and then it got up, its body creaking. 

“Feed us.” 

Ice-cold shivers ran down Cally’s spine. The nearest beast…spoke? Sort of like that woman who’d looked like her young aunt in the road.

“Don’t dally! We’re hungry!”

Cally jolted, spotting some hay bales to her right, along with a sack of what she presumed to be feed. Three trugs lay next to it. She found a scoop in the sack, and she used it to dish some grain into each trug, unsure of how much was needed.

“Hurry up!”

“Cally Harper, hurry up!” 

“I’m hungry!”

They were all shouting now—and they didn’t call her Callandra. That felt like a victory, but it also felt too weird to celebrate. 

Cally’s fingers were frozen as she gave the beasts the trugs of feed and then she gathered some armfuls of hay because she assumed that was what the haybales were there for. She didn’t like the way the hay prickled her face as she carried it against her body, but at least she still had her raincoat on. She even topped up their water using a bucket and tap on the far-side of the barn. But Cally must have been zoning out—like Dad said she often did, especially in what he called the high-tension times, usually before or after she got angry—because it didn’t feel like it was her doing any of these things. Not her opening the door with a creak. Not her depositing food inside. Not her walking around the beasts with a water bucket. Not her pouring the water in. 

When it was all done, Cally was glad to get out. 

#

“Oh, I thought you already knew about them,” Grandma said when they all returned and the three of them demanded to know what the beasts were. When they’d walked back, the night had been filled with their shocked exclamations and theories, and Cally had learned the sheep and goat were like the horses. Beasts. It was almost too hard to believe, and it didn’t make any sense.

Caleb’s and Milo’s faces were red with the cold, and a headache was beginning to build in Cally’s temples as they huddled in front of the living room hearth, trying to capture the miniscule heat the log-burner sent out. It really wasn’t very efficient, and Cally shivered, wondering why Grandma didn’t just put the heating on. That would’ve been so much more efficient than this thing.

“No?” Grandma asked. “You don’t know about my animals?”

“What are they?” Cally’s teeth chattered. Her coat was hanging on a stand near the fire and she watched as water droplets collected on the carpet below, darkening spots.

“Never lost a family pet?” Grandma asked. 

Cally shook her head. “We’ve never had any.” Sure, she’d wanted one. She’d begged her mum for a hamster, then asked her dad for guinea pigs. She’d tried to make them see how cute rabbits were. Caleb had asked for rats, and then a dog, and Milo had a thing for cats, but their parents had never relented. There was always a reason why they couldn’t: It’s too expensive. We work all day. It wouldn’t be fair on the animal. You’d lose interest. I’m allergic to cats. 

Grandma sighed. “So that’s how your mother avoided these conversations. No pets and no visits to Dartmoor. Well.” She snorted. “Congratulations, all. You’ve got Vision.” 

“Vision?” Cally frowned, and her mind began to swirl. “What’s that?” 

Milo was silent, sucking his thumb, as he sat cross-legged in front of the hearth. Caleb was frowning intently, but leaning forwards, listening to Grandma.  

“Runs in the Wolfe bloodline,” Grandma said with a shrug, and then she sank down into the armchair. It was the only chair in the room. Cally had seen others in the kitchen, and she wondered why there weren’t more here. “It’s top secret, so you can’t go around telling everyone.” 

Like anyone would believe us, Cally thought.  

“And those creatures are Familiars.” 

“Familiars?” Cally asked. 

“Animal ghosts. They’re most often attached to specific families, only able to be seen by those with Vision, and most often you only see them around these moors because of Dartmoor’s magic. And the Familiars are inherited.” 

“What?” Cally nearly exploded, and Caleb made a choking sound. Was this why her mum hadn’t ever wanted Cally, Caleb, and Milo to meet their grandmother? Because strange things went on at Cannon Farm, and Grandma kept animal ghosts and believed they were inherited?

Dead things? Those horses were dead? 

Dead… 

She thought of her parents and the car crash. She hadn’t seen their ghosts, though. They weren’t here. Just some stupid animals. And this strange grandmother. But not her parents. 

Anger flooded through Cally. Why weren’t her parents here? Why couldn’t she see them just one last time? It wasn’t fair. Every muscle in her body tightened, like so many hands were squeezing her. What good was having a power—this stupid Vision—if she couldn’t see the people she needed to? 

“Anyway, time for bed,” Grandma said, and she clapped her hands—actually clapped them like the children would respond to it. All that happened was that Milo whimpered, looking like he might cry again, and Caleb put his arm around him. “Upstairs now, little Wolfes.” 

“We’re not Wolfes.” Cally folded her arms and shifted her weight from foot to foot. We’re Harpers. It felt good to glare at this woman. She couldn’t just expect them just to go to bed when she said! “And we haven’t had dinner yet.” 

“You arrived after dinnertime. It’s too late to eat now.” Grandma gave Cally a stern glare. She didn’t look anything like Mum when she did that. Or Aunt Hannah. In fact, aside from Grandma’s nose, she didn’t look anything like either of her daughters. “And you are Wolfes.” 

“We’re not.” Cally looked to Caleb, but he just widened his eyes at her like he always did when he didn’t want confrontation.

Grandma clicked her tongue. “Now you’re under my care now, your last name will be Wolfe. We don’t need reminders of your father. Your mother never should’ve married him.” 

“You can’t say that!” Cally’s voice was high—it always did that when she was shaking, clenching her fists like this, and she hated it. It made her sound girly, like she was weak and whining. It didn’t do anything to reveal the monstrous tide that was crashing within her.  

Grandma’s eyes bored into her as she stood up and stepped towards Cally. “I’ll make it official with the offices and whatnot later, but you, my dears, are Wolfes. Caleb Wolfe, Milo Wolfe, and Callandra Wolfe. And I said it’s bedtime.” 

Cally gritted her teeth so hard her gums throbbed as she stared at Grandma, waiting for her to back down, for her to step away from her. 

The old woman didn’t.

“Upstairs, now.” The light in Grandma’s eyes got even more severe. “Caleb and Milo, your room is straight ahead, at the top of the stairs. Callandra, yours is on the right. The bathroom’s second on the left. My room’s first on the left. Do not go in there.” 

Milo scampered past Cally and disappeared. His movement startled a cat from its hiding place behind the sofa—a cat that Cally was relieved to see was a real cat. Not one of those freaky creatures. A second later, Cally heard her youngest brother’s feet thumping on the creaky stairs. 

Caleb gave Cally a let’s-just-do-this look, picked up two of their bags, and followed Milo. The living room felt colder with just Cally and Grandma there, like her brothers had taken whatever warmth that lingered with them. 

“Callandra.” Grandma pronounced her name slowly, carefully, like it was dripping with poison. 

Cally swallowed hard. “Fine.” She grabbed the last bags and started towards Grandma, as if planning to literally crash into her, but at the last moment, Cally swerved. She wasn’t brave enough yet.

But this didn’t mean Grandma was winning. 








  
  
CHAPTER THREE




“Who does she think she is?” Cally gaped at Caleb and Milo. They were sitting on two camp beds made up with musty, moth-eaten blankets, in the room that Grandma had said was the boys’. “She can’t control us like this!” 

“She’s the adult, Cally,” Caleb said. “And you need to decompress.” 

“Decompress?” Cally nearly exploded because she knew exactly what he was doing: Caleb was always trying to use fancy words to make himself sound better than her. And decompress was his way of saying calm down. And if there was anything Cally hated, it was being told to calm down. “How can you say that? So, you think this is all right? Caleb, we don’t even know this woman. She could be an imposter!” 

“But she’s not—she has the same nose as Mum. Clearly an inherited characteristic,” Caleb pointed out, and for a moment, Cally couldn’t believe he’d just said Mum’s name. He’d refused to utter a word about Mum or Dad since the accident—for the whole of the last two years. Even when Cally had been desperate to talk about them, he’d shaken his head or stormed off, and those were the only times that Caleb had ever shown a little bit of fire. “And Aunt Hannah wouldn’t leave us with this woman if it wasn’t actually Grandma.” 

“Well, this woman literally looks like a witch. She’s dangerous. I bet she’s got a big cauldron somewhere and… or she could be an actual wolf, like in Little Red Riding Hood. She’s literally called Grandma Wolfe!”

“Cally, just calm down. You’re being ridiculous.” 

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” 

But Cally knew Caleb was right. She needed to. Her temper made her think of how Dad had spoken to her about her moods. When she got annoyed, she boiled over and kept boiling. Dad said, when she was eleven, it was because she was almost a teenager. And maybe he had been right, because as the time had gone on, it had happened more and more and Cally just found it so hard to keep control of her emotions. 

Or maybe that was happening because of the accident. The loss. 

Don’t think about that. Cally squeezed her eyes shut, just for a moment. The pain wasn’t as raw as it had been, but it was always there. Aunt Hannah had said it would never go away, just that they’d all learn to live with it. That they’d cope better soon. But when would soon be? Cally felt like she’d been waiting for soon for the last year and a half. 

“Mum doesn’t like you arguing,” Milo said, his voice quiet. He’d taken a few of his toys out of a bag and was holding his stuffed monkey anxiously to his chest. 

Anger squeezed Cally’s throat. “Yeah, well, Mum’s not here.” 

“But she will be soon,” Milo said. “We’re just on holiday.” 

“For goodness sake, Milo—Mum’s not coming back!” Cally snapped. She’d had enough of him saying that because that was what he’d been saying for the last two years. And he’d only been three when they’d died, so how much of them did he even remember? Did their parents only live in his assertion that they—these mythical people—would one day return, even though he couldn’t actually remember more than the concept of them? Cally tried to take a deep breath, but she found she couldn’t. It was suddenly too hot in this room, even though she couldn’t see any radiator or anything. “Mum’s not here, and we can see dead things—but she’s not here. Neither of our parents is.”  

“So that’s what this is about.” Caleb leant back on the camp bed and swung his legs out so they kicked his rucksack. It lay at his feet and toppled over.  

Cally shot him a look. How wasn’t he upset about this? 

But he’d hardly seemed upset at all really. He’d just been focusing on reading more and more of his dictionary, sticking his nose in that book at every opportunity. Like knowing big words even mattered now! 

“Dead things,” Milo said slowly. “That means animals. Not people.”

“And those sheep were peculiar, however convivial they were,” Caleb said, and Cally wanted to tell him to stop with the big words, but of course he wouldn’t. “Convivial means friendly, and they were, even though they were strange, too. And I didn’t like the smell of them. Do you think they’re really dead?” 

“Just be quiet,” Cally hissed. She couldn’t even think about the horses now. “It’s not just animals. We saw that woman, remember, when Aunt Hannah stopped the car? The one who looked like Aunt Hannah. I saw her, and it should’ve been Mum or Dad, if it was anyone. Not some stupid woman.” Her gaze darkened and she stared at the cracks on the opposite wall, by the doorframe. The wall itself was pretty empty. There was no furniture in here, bar the camp beds. There weren’t even any wardrobes or bookshelves. Where were they even supposed to put everything? They had bags of clothes and toys and books and blankets with them.

“I didn’t see anyone,” Caleb said. “What are you talking about? On the way here?”

“By that weird grave,” Cally said. “There was a woman and she looked exactly like that photo of Aunt Hannah from ages ago. Here—” She grabbed the bags that Caleb had deposited on the carpet near the camp beds. She’d dumped her two there as well, and it took her a moment to find the one with the contents of her mother’s desk drawer in. The bag with all the papers and photos. 

But at last she found the correct bag, and she pulled out the photo. Aunt Hannah’s young face. Her piercing blue eyes. The gap between her two front teeth. How widely she was smiling. All those little details were reassuring to Cally, and she breathed a little easier as she looked back at Caleb and Milo, holding the photo up. 

“You saw a woman who looked like our aunt?” Caleb confirmed. 

“Yesssss.” Cally sighed. She looked towards Milo. “Did you see anyone?”  

Milo hugged the stuffed monkey tighter and then curled up on his bed. “I don’t know.” 

“You don’t know?” Cally asked. 

“It’ll just be that storm,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “All that rain. Aunt Hannah would’ve said if there was someone there.”

Except she hadn’t seen anyone either—but Cally had heard her too, that woman who looked like her aunt. She’d heard her speaking to her, asking her for help. And Cally hadn’t done anything. She’d just got back in the car, and they’d driven away.  

Cally let out a small scream, then pulled at her hair. This was all just too much. Everything here was too much.  

“Look, you just imagined someone there—and your brain probably filled in with this photo of Aunt Hannah,” Caleb said, and he was using his reasonable voice, and Cally knew that her brother was the most logical one out of the three of them. Caleb was almost always grounded, level-headed, whereas she jumped to conclusions and was impulsive. Their parents had said that enough times. 

“Grandma can’t really change our names, can she?” Milo’s voice was small, soft, and his brows furrowed together.

“No,” Cally said, just as Caleb said, “Adults are in a position of authority so they can do whatever they please.” 

Milo whimpered. 

“It will be all right.” Caleb reached across and ruffled Milo’s hair in the way he and Cally both know their little brother hated. But Milo didn’t react now—no protests of Stop it! He just looked at Caleb with watery eyes. 

Cally let the photo fall back into the bag, and then she shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Look, we won’t be here for long. As soon as Aunt Hannah’s well again, she will come back for us. And anyway, we can text her in the meantime.” 

“But there’s no signal here,” Caleb said, holding his own phone up. It was identical to Cally’s. Aunt Hannah had bought them for the twins when they’d started secondary school last year. “And there are no Wi-Fi networks here. Grandma might not even have Internet. So how are we going to message Aunt Hannah?”  

“I’ll think of something,” Cally said. “We’ll be going to school, right?” And she couldn’t believe she’d even been thinking positively about going! But she was, because then she’d get a signal and be able to speak with her aunt, and that would make it easier, being apart.  

Milo yawned widely, and it made Cally think of their dad. How he always used to say That was so big I nearly fell in, whenever anyone yawned. 

“I’ll sleep in here, too,” Cally said. “I’ll protect you, Milo. Don’t worry.” 

“But Grandma said—” 

“Doesn’t matter what she said.” Cally looked to Caleb. Her anger was fizzling out, giving way to tiredness. “Help me move my bed in here?” 

Caleb glanced at Milo and then bit his lip. “We don’t want to anger Grandma.” 

“Fine.” She pasted a big smile on her face. She couldn’t have Caleb and Milo thinking she was scared. She was always the brave one. “Don’t let the bed-bugs bite.”


      [image: ]The next morning, Cally awoke with a pounding headache and pain in her neck. It was nothing unusual, even if this time she was sleeping on the most awful of beds. She always seemed to wake this way. Aunt Hannah would call the pain a crick and massage her shoulders. 

Cally’s back groaned as she sat up, and she tried—and failed—to massage her own shoulders. For a moment, she felt so small, looking around at the large room—because it was huge. Her camp bed was swamped by empty space. But she did have a bookcase. Sure, it was tiny, and it only had two books, but it was better than her brothers had. One was the Bible, the other a bird-watching guide. She had looked at them before she went to sleep last night, sort of sleepily debating whether to put her own things on the shelves, too.

Now, voices and the clatter of plates and cutlery rose through the floorboards. Her brothers were already up. So was that woman.

After using the little bathroom that was crammed into a remarkably small space between her brothers’ room and Grandma’s—and discovering there was no hot water—Cally headed downstairs, tugging at the knots in her hair with her fingers.

“Wonderful to see you.” But Grandma sounded as if it was anything but wonderful to see Cally as she handed her a bundle of clothing and then returned to her seat at the kitchen table. 

Cally stood in the doorway of the kitchen, blinking. It took a moment for her to realise what it was Grandma had given her—and what Caleb and Milo were wearing. School uniform. A very musty and old aroma ascended from these garments in her arms, right into her nostrils.

“We have to go to school?” she asked. 

“Of course you do,” Grandma said. “Hannah said you’re going to be here for a while, and we don’t want you getting behind. Isn’t it a good job that I kept your mother’s and Emma’s uniforms for the schools around here? The logos might be out of date, but they’re still functional. Now, Rupert will be here to collect you in ten minutes, so you better be ready,” Grandma said. 

“Ten minutes?” Caleb began eating faster, shovelling cereal into his mouth. He was sitting on the far side of the table.

Cally held her uniform uncertainly. Her gaze crossed to Milo. He was drinking milk from a tall glass. His blond curls were all askew. Mum wouldn’t have let that happen. Mum had always done their hair all nicely before they went anywhere, school day or not.

“Who’s Rupert?” Cally asked.

“A farmer who lives just outside the village, too,” Grandma said. “That’s Widecombe in the Moor. You wouldn’t have seen the village if you’d come Bovey Tracey way, as we’re just north-east of the village.” 

Cally blinked at her, having no idea about the geography of the area. It was all just moorland she’d seen. 

“Well, Rupert’s got a daughter your age. She’s called Fei,” Grandma continued. “Be nice for you to have a friend.”

Cally wanted to scream at her that she already had friends, back home. Except maybe she didn’t anymore. Emily and Cally had been best friends from the moment they’d met, when ten-year-old Cally and Caleb had moved to Kent to live with Aunt Hannah, but ever since they’d started secondary, Helena, a girl with a very pensive and annoying face, had latched onto Emily and had been trying to take her away from Cally. And now Cally wasn’t there, the two of them would become the bestest of friends. Emily would forget about her. 

“Now, eat up, Cally,” Grandma said. “Else you won’t get anything until breaktime at school, and I’ve heard their snacks aren’t all to be desired. I should know. I used to be friends with the cook—until he tried to poison me.”

Caleb paused, his spoon raised halfway to his mouth. Milk and Bran Flakes fell off it. The room suddenly felt cold, much colder than it was seconds ago, and this was, after, all a pretty cold house as the only heating seemed to be that feeble log-burner.

“What?” Cally’s voice was barely audible as she looked at Grandma. “Poison?” What kind of place is this?
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