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      Before the day she was taken, Lindie Parker had known true fear just twice in her young life. The first time had been around ten years ago, at the age of six. Lindie’s mother had taken her to Plymouth shopping as a pre-Christmas treat, but it'd been busy, and Lindie, being a 'foolish child,' as her mother had called her when she’d finally been reunited with her distraught daughter, stopped to admire a pretty pink dolly in Woolworths’ Christmas display window. By the time she’d moved away from the momentary dream of unwrapping the cherubic-looking doll, with its pink dress and patent shoes on Christmas morning, she’d lost her mother in the crowd. Until her taking, Lindie had never felt so alone, with a true fear that she’d never see her parents again.

      After what seemed like an age of frantically looking up at strangers’ faces with tears streaking her reddened cheeks, a kind looking policeman with a slightly bulbous and pockmarked nose had finally found her. Clutching his hand, the two of them covered the high street, soon finding Lindie’s mother shouting her lost daughter’s name in a panic outside of Boots the Chemist. In all, and on that occasion, Lindie had been separated from her mother for just fifteen minutes, but at age six, fifteen minutes of anguish can feel as long as the longest of days. Little did she know then that her brief fifteen-minute separation was not even a dress rehearsal for the hell she’d have to endure a decade later.

      The second time Lindie Parker had known genuine fear was six years ago, at the age of ten. Helen Bower, her best friend in school, but the kind of girl her mother had said, 'You really shouldn’t hang around with,' bet her a Curly Wurly chocolate bar that she couldn’t ride her smart pink and white Schwinn Spitfire down a ridiculously steep slope at the Carvear Clay Quarry. It was a risky move on a few counts, for one if she did fall off and get injured, she knew there was a whole mighty heap of trouble waiting for her as the quarry was further away from home than she was allowed to wander. Not to mention the fact that they were not allowed to be in there in the first place. Trespassing was not befitting of a well-behaved young lady. However, as it'd been a Sunday the chance of getting caught was low, the temptation of the thrill, high. The quarry was a regular hangout on such days for risk-loving local kids, but on that sunny afternoon the two girls had been its only visitors, the other local youths who hung out there, mainly boys, were likely in the woods engaged in a full out game of war, using fallen ash and oak branches as imaginary guns. Miraculously no one had ever been seriously injured during those foolhardy stunts at the quarry, or worse, killed, which was surprising as Lindie had seen some mind-blowingly stupid stunts pulled by more than a few of the local kids.

      Secondly, her bike might get wrecked. The Schwinn had been a present for her tenth birthday. Lindie’s father, who worked as a merchant seaman, had brought it back all the way from America, and it was by far the smartest bike any girl owned at Lindie’s school. It was her pride and joy. She couldn’t help but grin like a maniac at the feeling as she sped through the village, the streamers on the end of each handlebar strung out behind her in the breeze. If you’d asked Lindie what that specific feeling was, she’d have told you, freedom!

      Lindie did not want to wreck her bike, but she liked Curly Wurlys and more importantly, she didn’t want Helen Bower to tell the other girls at school on Monday that she’d been a scaredy-cat, or worse a chicken-shit. So, with her heart in her mouth, Lindie struggled her beloved Spitfire to the top of the slope and made the run. Almost at the bottom and starting to think she’d bagged that Curly Wurly from Helen, her front wheel found a deep rut in the slope and the trusty Schwinn Spitfire had launched her over the chromed handlebars. Apart from a shredded tyre, and a slightly buckled wheel that Mr. Johnson at the local bike shop had fixed by adjusting her spokes, the bike survived unscathed. Lindie, on the other hand, was not quite so fortunate, and as it turned out was not quite as crash-proof as her Spitfire.

      After a few blank moments of unconsciousness, she’d awoke to the tear-filled face of Helen Bower who’d proclaimed in relief, 'Fucksticks, Lind - I thought you were dead.' Bar once overhearing her father curse when he’d hit his hand with a hammer fixing the old wooden bench in the back garden it was the first time Lindie had directly heard anyone use the F-word. She had no idea what fucksticks meant, but she was pretty sure that it was not the kind of word her mother would approve of, and likely one of the reasons why Helen Bower was not the kind of girl she should be hanging around with.

      The little stunt in the quarry had earned her an overnight stay in Plymouth’s Greenbank Hospital, being observed for a potential head injury, then on release a further three weeks of home detention. To add insult to injury, Lindie’s eye had also been stitched up, leaving a thin scar, that even to this day resembled a half-cocked smile just above her right eye, just below the brow line.

      However, those two instances had been dwarfed by the fear she’d felt on the day of her taking, and the fear that had lived with her every hour of every day since. That fear was different, it was pure, total and absolute.

      The day they’d taken her, Lindie’s father had been home on shore leave, and her mother, keen for them to have some quality family time together, suggested they take an afternoon trip to Charlestown. Lindie liked Charlestown, it featured a small harbour that as a young child her grandfather had taken her and her older sister fishing in. Often not catching much they’d await the ramshackle fishing boats on the quayside all scoffing toffees from the local sweet shop held in a crumpled brown paper bag. Once the tatty looking boats were docked, they’d purchase some mackerel off the sun-drenched fisherman, taking them home for her gran to gut and behead. Her grandfather never let on where the fish had come from, always letting one of the girls claim the glory of the catch. In all likelihood her gran had known, it was just one of those little things you let kids believe, like Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy.

      After a delicious fresh fish supper, her gran had always served up lashings of her self-proclaimed famous apple and cinnamon pie for dessert. The pie was always doused in a plentiful heap of clotted cream, acquired from Mrs. Hitchen, whose family ran the local farm and creamery in the next village.

      Adjoining the small harbour, which held the fond childhood memories, was a beach that in the summer months saw many of the local children running and screaming in delight, kicking up water and drenching each other.

      That day, not long after arriving in Charlestown, and having wandered the cobbled streets, Lindie’s parents stopped into one of the pubs for a drink. Not quite yet being old enough to enjoy the benefits of the bar, or the array of delicious local ales and ciders that her father was a big fan of, Lindie had chosen to take a walk to the harbour and beach. It was early September and the weather had still been on the right side of warm. So, with the promise that she’d only be ten minutes, and that she’d be back for a lemonade, Lindie set off on her own. Reaching the shore Lindie had kicked her black Slingbacks off, collected them up in her hand and walked the length of the beach, enjoying the feel of the cool stones on her feet, and the summer-long warmed water as it swelled around her ankles. She had been wearing her favourite yellow and black striped dress that day. Her mother, far from being an authority on the fashion of teen girls, had told her she looked like a bumblebee in it, and that girls blessed with bright red hair should not be seen in such colours. Being fifteen and stubborn, naturally, Lindie took no notice of this opinion and wore it every chance she got. Her once favourite dress was now lost forever, back at the Bad Place, on the floor of the room that had been her hell since the day of her taking, and she had no intention of going back there just to get it. Besides the dress was pretty much ruined, she couldn’t remember how long she’d worn it before they’d given her fresh clothes. In fact, it was fair to say that she hated the bumblebee dress now, it served as a constant reminder of that day. Lindie decided that if she never saw the dress again, she’d be the happiest girl alive. She did wish she had a pair of shoes, though. For some reason, and one Lindie never figured out, her Slingbacks had been missing when she’d awoken in her cell-like room, face down on the lumpy, dirt-stained mattress that served as the cell's only furnishing from the day she arrived until this day, the day of her escape. Since then she’d been barefooted almost all of the time, save for during the coldest months when they’d given her a pair of white ankle socks that were a little on the small side and sported some old, dry splatters of blood. Lindie didn’t like to think of where the blood or the socks had come from, some things were better left unimagined.

      That fateful sunny September afternoon in Charlestown the shoreline and harbour area had been quieter than normal. Walking back along the beach, her feet jostling the countless small stones and lost in a brief thought of Nigel Banks, the boy at Lindie’s school who she, (and a good portion of the other girls), held a big crush on. Lindie hadn’t noticed the two people making their way toward her, they’d just registered in her peripheral vision as they’d passed her by. Just two regular people enjoying the last of the summer sun before the colder months crept in. Thanks to the sound of her own feet on the shingle, and the occasional breaker that broiled its way onto the stones with a relaxing shhwoosshhh sound, coupled with the fact she was preoccupied with her own thoughts, Lindie had not been aware that having passed her they’d stopped, turned and began to follow her, gaining ground with every step. She didn’t feel them grab her, she was simply on the beach one minute, and the next she was in the Bad Place, laid in the foetal position on that horrible mattress in the room that was to be her cell, no - her hell for many months to come. Her favourite dress had been splattered with blood on the right shoulder, more blood matted her red hair to the side of her head, just above the ear, which explained why she’d had the fiercest headache she’d ever experienced.

      Lindie’s memory of that day was still clear in her mind, although she had no real idea of exactly how long ago it had been since that sunny September day, the last time she’d seen her parents. Hunkering her small body down against the trunk of a fallen tree, adrenaline trying it’s hardest to mask the stabbing pain that throbbed at the soles of her bare feet, she cradled her baby into her chest, the infant girl nuzzled into its mother, grizzling slightly.

      “Shhhhh, baby,” Lindie said softly, trying to hide the sobbing sound in her own voice, whilst doing her best to get her breath back. She’d heard the bad people pursuing her, their feet snapping twigs and crunching on fallen leaves as they came for her, but for the last few minutes the sounds of them had faded and she wondered if they’d given up the chase.

      Cowering by the log Lindie looked up at the dark, ominous and towering trees. Above the looming canopy, she could see the first tendrils of dawn threading their orange light through the night sky. Lindie knew she would have to move soon, but if she hadn’t stopped, she feared she would have passed out. Months of being locked in a room had not left her in the best physical shape. Her lungs were burning with every breath, and her little-used legs felt like jelly. Gently she pulled aside the grubby swaddling blanket and kissed the top of her baby’s head, enjoying the comforting warmth of her body heat and the wispy feeling of the child’s light strawberry blonde hair on her lips.

      Lindie had only been a mummy for just over a week, and her insides and private areas, as her mother called them, still hurt fiercely from the birth, another thing that was hampering her bid for freedom. However, she felt a natural and overwhelming maternal instinct to protect her daughter from the Bad Place. Despite being a bit naive at times, Lindie Parker was not a stupid girl, she knew that her baby daughter had been put in her belly by the bad men during their strange and torturous ceremonies. Her mother, whom she missed dearly, despite her slightly out of date view on the world, had been quite conservative and had not yet broached the sensitive subject of the birds and the bees with her daughter, but Helen Bower had. Helen had told her all about how babies got into a girl’s belly when they’d been twelve and sat chatting one lunchtime at the back of the school field.

      Helen had delighted in telling her how her older sister, Sharon, just eighteen at the time, had once had a baby put in her belly by a local boy named Paul Fletcher, and that their father had taken a fist to her sister’s belly and gotten rid of the child before it had time to become a proper person. He’d then hunted Paul down and beaten him too, and that’s why her dad was spending some time at what their mother called her majesty’s pleasure in Dartmoor prison. Likely another reason why Helen was not the kind of girl she should be hanging around with.

      Lindie had found the very notion of child conception disgusting and made herself a promise that she would never let any boy do that to her. A promise that just under three years later she’d had no chance of keeping when they’d taken her innocence during the hellish ceremony. Her promise aside, as soon as she’d seen her daughter, she’d loved her unconditionally, despite the evil seed that she’d spawned from, and had no intention of letting those monsters get their hands on her.

      Not long after that day, the day when they’d planted their seed into her, she’d been made to watch a ceremony. Lindie soon learned that it was no easier being a spectator, in fact watching the torturous acts of those monsters was just as harrowing as being the subject. In the early days, not long after her taking from the beach in Charlestown, Lindie would fight when they came to take her, but gradually and bit by bit they had broken her spirit. Eventually, she learned that fighting just delayed the inevitable and often landed her with a blackened eye, or a bloodied nose. At first, when Lindie could still keep track of the time she’d been away it would be a blow to the tummy, hard and harsh enough to leave her doubled over, eyes streaming with tears and her lungs on fire, fighting for every breath. But around the time every day seemed to merge into one, and time seemed to dissolve into one long living nightmare, they left her belly alone. They still hurt her, both physically and mentally, and done things to her that a girl of her age had no business being involved in, but at least the blows to the belly had stopped.

      The day she’d played witness to the horrors the Minister came to her room, and as always, he'd knocked three times. Lindie never invited him in, but he always entered, nonetheless. Fearing she was going to be the subject of another hellish night at the hands of the bad men she drew her legs up to her chest, tight against her swelling tummy and hugged herself, wishing she could shrink into the walls themselves to escape the horror.

      'Come, child,' the Minister had said, in his soft, almost gentle patter as he entered the room. He always spoke that way, softly and with the tone of a kind man. However, he was anything but kind, he was evil, and that night in the epileptic flickering lights of the Ceremony Room’s many oil lamps she’d caught her first real glimpse of the monster he really was. 'You have nothing to fear, for today you will learn of your purpose here at The Chapel. You are truly blessed, child!' he’d encouraged, smiling as he stalked slowly through her cell, his long dark velvet robe flowing behind him like that of a monk. His silver, grey hair was slicked neatly back on his head and his fierce blue eyes seemed to burn into her soul.

      The false smile still dressing his smooth lips the Minister had taken Lindie by the hand and lead her to the Ceremony Room. She didn’t fight it, like the coming of the night, it was inevitable, and besides she didn’t want another bloodied nose.

      There she had been handed over to the eager congregation, all of them wore faceless masks of porcelain. The participants then bound her to a high-backed chair, using a rope that felt soft against her skin, yet hurt from how securely it held her. Next, a woman, only recognisable as such as the female robes differed slightly to that of the male version by how they dropped lower at the bust, grabbed her head and held it firmly in place, while another strapped it to the back of the chair with a leather strap, fixing her gaze at the twin altars at the centre of the room, one of which had played host to her many a time.

      Transfixed she watched in horror as within this pit of serpents the last of her innocents and spirit ebbed away, for here, in the Bad Place, there was no hope, this was where evil and darkness dwelt.

      Behind the Minister, who clutched a bundle of something in his hands as he approached the altar, and the one they called the High Priestess who chanted spells of both Latin and English in a flat monotone voice, walked a girl with the most strikingly beautiful long blonde hair that’s she’d ever seen. She was around Lindie’s age, eighteen at most. It was hard to tell, her face was streaked with tears, her hauntingly beautiful grey eyes were red and puffy. She wore what looked like a white nightie, it appeared to be made of silk and dropped to her ankles where the intricate lace of the hemline was dirtied and torn as if she’d been outside.

      As they led her toward the altar, she’d watched mesmerised as the girl’s gown flowed and shimmered in the dancing light of the lamps. It was the first time that Lindie grasped the terrible knowledge that she was not the only prisoner at the Bad Place. When she thought about it, there had been nights, many cold and lonely nights in her hell-cell when she’d thought she’d heard distant sobbing, but she’d discounted it as if the sound were that of her own desperation reverberating through her mind. Now she knew she’d been wrong.

      Transfixed by how the girl’s pretty hair glistened in the light, Lindie had taken a few seconds to register exactly what it was that the Minister held in his hands. With abhorrence, she’d eventually caught the sight of the baby’s angelic looking face as it wriggled and writhed in its robes, and then through the High Priestess’ chanting, she’d heard it grizzle. Not wanting to watch, but at the same time for some morbid reason not being able to close her eyes, Lindie looked on as mother and child were laid down next to each other, the mother on one altar and the child on the other.

      Distraught, the blonde girl had reached fruitlessly for her infant, only to have the Minister grab her wrists and bind them to the iron manacles set deeply into the altar’s stone. The child, who Lindie had now seen to be a baby boy, was laid on a velvety looking black sheet, naked and squirming around, his chubby little legs bicycling the air above his tiny body.

      The congregation, who had been silent, but held a palpable feeling of excitement now joined in with the chanting of the High Priestess, as if the particular spell of horror she was on was a party favourite that needed singing along to. Eyes wide, Lindie watched the Minister raise a jewel-encrusted golden dagger high above the squirming child, that now as if it could sense the imminent danger began to squawk uncontrollably. The girl, thankfully unable to see the horrific events unfolding next to her, due to her head being held in place much like Lindie’s, just in a horizontal position, begged for them to stop. As the dagger reached the highest point in its arc, and the chanting reached fever pitch, Lindie saw something that at first, she thought had to be a trick of the flickering candlelight. The Minister’s face seemed to change, his features moulded into one flesh coloured mound that flickered between obscurity and human, like the way the picture would sometimes roll on the old TV set in Lindie’s lounge when the signal was bad. Before she could get a clear look at the illusion through her tear-filled eyes his face was normal again, and it left her wondering if her tortured mind had imagined the horrific image.

      As the Minister swung the dagger down Lindie closed her eyes, but her ears served her unfaithfully, allowing her to hear the shrill pain-filled cry of the infant as the golden blade tore into its flesh. As the child’s cries were mercifully and finally silenced by the dagger’s blade, Lindie’s head was filled with the cries of the girl, who although unable to watch was only too aware that her baby son had been slain next to her, and now lay as lifeless as the cold stone upon which his tiny body rested.

      During the times Lindie had been on that altar, with the bad men doing things to her that a girl of her age and upbringing had no business being a part of, Lindie’s mind had learned to shut itself down. At the times when the pain was at its worst, and the men were at their most frantic, using her body until the pain and violation were too much, her mind would allow her the comfort of unconsciousness. It was as if it had developed its own safe mode. There, in the congregation, and being made to watch the evil show her brain decided she’d seen enough and turned the horror off.

      Later, day or night Lindie did not know, such things as day and night held no meaning when your world consisted of a windowless room, she awoke on the grubby mattress in her cell, as she had done when she’d first been taken. For hours Lindie had lain there sobbing, her mind filled with the terrible sound of the baby’s anguished cries as it had met the eager, glinting golden blade, and the uncontrollable sorrow filled wails of the pretty blonde girl with the haunting grey eyes. From that day Lindie’s fear reached a whole new level, for she now knew of her purpose, and the purpose the unborn child inside her was destined to serve. She never learned what had become of that girl and her hypnotic grey eyes. She hoped, in a kind way, that she’d died, too. A blissful release from this world of pain and nightmare. In a way, by wishing the girl dead, Lindie knew she wished the same fate upon herself. Death was not something a teenage girl often contemplated, well not those of sound mind and happy home, but things had changed, and – yes, if it meant an end to the horror, if it meant sweet and eternal peace then she wished herself there, she didn’t even fear it, she only feared the pain that would precede the oblivion.

      Gradually, week by week and month by month, Lindie’s tummy had grown ever more outwards. From her small, bleak prison she shut herself away in her own mind, thinking of her mother and father and of her sister, of sitting on the harbour at Charlestown with her grandfather, scoffing his toffies and waiting for the fishing boats, and of her grandmother’s apple and cinnamon pie. Sometimes she went so deep into her mind that she thought she could actually taste it. At times she felt guilt, guilt for the torture that her parents must be feeling. Sometimes that guilt would build to panic, panic so strong that Lindie felt as if she could almost claw her way through the walls of her room and escape. It consumed her, swelled and filled her up entirely until it felt as if there were a rabid animal gnawing at her insides. At times like that, she wanted to scream, but the sound of her own screams in that silent, lonely room just terrified her even more, so, for the most part, she kept them in her head.

      Sat on the forest floor, her child cradled in her arms, that same gnawing feeling of panic began to build in the pit of her tummy again, she had the overwhelming feeling that she needed to move, even though her jelly-like legs thought otherwise. Securing the swaddling blanket around her infant daughter, whom Lindie had decided would be named Hope if they both lived through the night, she steadied herself to her feet using the fallen log for support and continued her plight for freedom.

      Lindie wasn’t sure how long it had been since she’d last heard their pursuing feet giving chase, and she had no idea why they’d seemingly stopped following her. Wincing as her own foot found a fallen piece of thistle, Lindie picked up the pace, the pain quelled by her longing for freedom. Hope began to grizzle louder as if she were working against her mother’s attempts to be as quiet as possible.

      Shushing her baby, and praying the crying would stop, Lindie tried to navigate through the forest using what little dawn light there was. Surely soon the forest would end, and she’d break out of the woods and see a farm, a cottage, or anywhere that she could find refuge. Spurred on by the thought, and with more hope for survival and escape than she’d known since her taking, Lindie willed her fatigued legs to carry her a little further. She felt increasingly sure that now she would see her mother and her father again, she would get to taste that amazing apple and cinnamon pie cooked by her gran, and that baby Hope would get to grow knowing the warm love of her family.

      Momentarily Lindie halted again and listened, there was an impossible sound that carried itself on the light breeze as it trickled its way through the trees and jostled her freshly washed red hair. Hair, that like the blonde girl’s had been prepared for the main event. The sound wasn’t feet or the vocal cacophony of the pursuing mob, but a single voice. His voice. Not sure if her ears had fooled her, Lindie cocked her head to one side and held her breath. The breeze chased its way through the forest once again and played with the laced hemline of her white, silk gown, and with the breeze came the voice.

      “Lindieeeeeeeee,” it coaxed. It was the Minister, his voice soft and unmistakable, yet at the same time mocking. “Where are you Lindieee-Lou?” He’d often called her Lindie-Lou when trying to coax her from her cell, she hated it. Spinning on the spot Lindie looked around frantically, expecting to see him appear from behind one of the large oak trees in his ceremony robes, his face festooned with the dark velvet of his tunic hood. But he didn’t. The breeze, that was now more of a light wind, disturbed the treetops, igniting the leaves with the sound of a thousand whispers that seemed to call her name, “Lindieeeeeee.”

      Sobbing, Lindie willed her fear frozen body to move, faster now, more urgently. She felt as if every tree were watching her, working as an ally to the Minister. She felt toyed with, the way a cat might allow a mouse to think it had escaped before its paw cruelly pulled it back by the tail for more evil games.

      “Lindieeeee,” the Minister’s voice mocked again, the leaves a conduit for his words. As if sensing her mother’s terror, Hope began to grizzle louder, building into a full-on crying fit. Lindie could no longer feel the pain in her legs and in her feet, fresh fear-fuelled adrenaline had taken those minor distractions away from her. Then, in this emotional game of terror and hope, Lindie saw lights, lights from whatever building lay ahead in the clearing. Encouraged on that this nightmare was over and the voices had been nothing but a product of the terror that saturated her brain, and that she’d finally escaped the Bad Place, she broke into a run. Baby Hope squawked loudly in protest as she cradled her tightly into her chest. The thick woods began to ebb away. As she neared the building, tears of joy now streaming down her face, Lindie broke clear of the forest and dropped to her knees on the neatly trimmed grass.

      “No, no, nooooo,” she wailed as her infant daughter picked up her own frantic cries to a new octave. Through her tear-filled eyes, Lindie saw them all stood there. The Minister, the High Priestess, and all the others, their faces hidden behind those blank, expressionless masks of porcelain. Behind them, lights burning through its windows, the same lights that had been Lindie’s false beacon of hope, was the Bad Place.

      “You came back to us Lindie Lou,” the Minister smiled, stepping forward. As he spoke the dawn light seemed to vanish from the sky, it grew darker, as if the encroaching sun had itself decided that light had no business here and that the night could have it back. “It’s a sign, Lindie,” he continued. She turned her face toward that darkened sky, a sky that held no stars, no moon, and no hope, just the abyssal blackness of infinity. “If he didn’t want you, he’d let you go. Don’t you see that, child?” Lindie felt his hands lifting her, she didn’t resist, she was spent. “It’s time to fulfil your destiny, Lindie, and become.”

      “Become,” the faceless crowd chanted behind.

      Lindie felt Hope being taken from her arms, the child screamed louder as the physical bond with its mother was broken. Her head swam in confusion, she’d ran in a straight line, never turning more than a little here and there to navigate the trees. It had been a fairly clear night, and through the trees, Lindie had made sure the bright, full moon had stayed behind her the whole time. There was no possible way she could have gone full circle.

      “You didn’t actually think we let you go?” the Minister said as if sensing the burning question in her mind. He walked alongside her now, cradling Hope in his arms as the High Priestess escorted her by the arm. Lindie could no longer feel her legs, like her feet they just felt dead, dead flesh that now carried her toward new horrors. “It’s the ultimate test, Lindie,” he continued, not waiting for her answer. “We let you escape, you see, if he didn’t want you to become, he would have let you go. But he didn’t!” Lindie looked up at his smooth face, his icy blue eyes danced with excitement. “He brought you back to us, Lindie Lou, he brought you back so you could become.” And with that, they took her to the ceremony room. The room lit by the light of many oil lamps, which hung between gigantic tapestries adorned with symbols that meant nothing to her. “Tonight, child, you will be blessed.” He raised his hand and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Lindie felt his cold touch on her hot skin and she wanted to retch.

      “Please, d-don’t, k-kill h-her,” Lindie sobbed as she felt her spent body being lifted onto the altar. She had no fight left in her, the weeks and months of mental and physical abuse had taken their toll, and with tonight’s cruel and false hope of freedom she could endure no more, she just wanted it to end.

      “Soon you will see,” the Minister said, smiling down at her as eager hands fixed her arms and legs into the manacles that had played host to her many times. “Through your child, through your offering, you will become.”

      Somewhere in the room, Lindie could hear the High Priestess chanting one of her spells, the Latin lost on her as it always was.

      Hope cried, her squawks and wails more torturous to her than any pain they could bestow upon her.

      Once again Lindie thought of the blonde girl and prayed that her suffering had ended, that she was now at peace, a peace she knew she would soon see if only she could get through the pain first, and oh how she feared the pain. But it was a necessary road, one that must be travelled for this to all end.

      Suddenly the chanting stopped, and the Minister took over.

      “The mother offers you this child so that she might become” he proclaimed.

      “Esset facti,” the others chanted.

      “I don’t o-offer y-you anything, please j-just l-l-let us g-go” Lindie sobbed, her voice weak, her head strapped to the altar, and her wide eyes fixed intently on the high arcing roof of the Bad Place.

      “We offer you this child so that you may feast on its pure soul, and so that the mother might become,” he continued, ignoring Lindie’s plea.

      “Esset facti,” the congregation chanted in agreement.

      “We offer you her body, so that you might live through her, and that she might become,” he cried, his voice feverish with excitement.

      “Esset facti,” came the voice of the congregation, just as those at a Christian ceremony might say Amen.

      Lindie could hear her baby screaming next to her. From the ceremony she’d been forced to watch she knew Hope was naked, laid on a thick, dark velvet sheet placed on the cold stone, and that soon her daughter would meet the jewel-encrusted dagger. She tried to turn her head, tried to get one last look at her baby before the monsters took her away, but she could do nothing but stare through sore eyes at that high arcing beams that held the roof. Above her, among those old wooden beams, where the candlelight gave birth to dark shadows, she felt sure she saw them move, stir, as if alive. The shadows were excited.

      The sound of the High Priestess’ voice filled the room again. Lindie wondered if another innocent, as she had been, was in the congregation, being made to watch. The next victim. As the voices of the faceless ones reached new heights, she knew it was time. Lindie closed her eyes and felt the fresh tears as they rushed down her hot cheeks, tracing cooling lines on her flesh. In her head, she tried to shut herself away, mentally listening to her favourite Beatles song, Love Me Do, but through the lyrics that played in her head, she heard the pain-filled cry of her daughter as she met the dagger. Lindie prayed for unconsciousness, for her safety mechanism but it never came. Hope was quiet. Hope was gone.

      “We thank you Lord of Chaos for the child, the child that we have given to you, the child that we have cast into the Abyss,” came the voice of the Minister. “Now the mother will drink of its blood so that she might become, and so that the darkness of the Abyss might dwell inside her.”

      “Habitant in medio,” came the chant.

      Lindie felt her mouth being forced open, she tried to fight it, but forceful fingers pinched her nose. In the end, her lungs burned for air and she gasped. As she did, as the much-needed oxygen flooded her chest, she felt warm metallic liquid fill her mouth almost choking her, as she tried not to retch the room erupted in a frenzied cry of jubilation. Opening her eyes Lindie saw the Minister stood over her, his face fixed in a satisfied smile. Gagging on the taste of the warm viscous liquid she watched as he lifted a golden chalice and drank deeply from it himself. As the vessel left his lips, she saw they were painted deep crimson. Not wiping his mouth, the Minister placed it down and collected something from the altar that was out of Lindie’s field of view. She soon saw what it was, the golden dagger. The glinting blade still dripping with Hope’s blood was lifted high above her head. Watching through wide, frightened eyes Lindie saw his face change, as it had the day she’d played witness to the ceremony of the blonde girl with the pretty grey eyes. It softened and moulded, rolled between monstrous to blank and anonymous like the masks they wore, then back as if it didn’t know which form to take.

      “The blood of life from those which have died has been consumed, and now she must become,” he almost sang, the words coming from his maw of a mouth as the skin morphed and quivered.

      “Oportet facti sunt,” came the faithful reply.

      Lindie felt her head spin, the way it used to when she was a child and her father pushed her too fast on the merry-go-round at the local park. She felt almost weightless. As the life-taking dagger glinted above her, her inbuilt safety mechanism finally kicked in and she felt unconsciousness envelop her like a snug blanket, and she welcomed it.
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      The day was cold, about as cold as it had been in November for as long as Tom Reed could remember. Iron grey clouds capped the sky for as far as the eye could see, they darkled in places portending snow and the likelihood of a harsh winter ahead.

      “You’re sure you can turn this place around?” he questioned, his voice coming out in clouds of water vapour as he surveyed the boarded-up, old stone building, his deep-set brow wrinkled with obvious concern.

      “No,” laughed his wife, Sue excitedly as she put her arm encouragingly around him and pulled him in close. “But I’m sure you can. You’re the builder.” She bobbed up onto her tiptoes and gave her husband a peck on the cheek, her thrill at finally seeing the place was obvious, however, it was a passion that he didn’t totally share.

      “Retired,” he reminded her, the frown not leaving his face. Tom's well-trained brain was already working out what a mammoth, not to mention expensive task it was going to be turning this burnt out old wreck into something not only habitable but good enough for people to actually rent out and holiday in. Any renovation would have to be good, with sites such as Trip Advisor, a few scathing snippets of customer feedback could cost you, and cost you dearly. It seemed in a day and age full of keyboard warrior internet critics even something as menial as a loose seat on the crapper could earn a place a one-star rating.

      Under the oxidised metal sheeting, which secured the glass-vacant windows, he could see the tell-tale signs of the fire that had gutted the property eight years before. Black tendril-like fingers of soot staining reached above the boarded off windows, marking the outer walls. A long-standing testimony to the intensity of the inferno. One of the steel shutters had worked loose, giving him a glimpse into the dark, cavernous void within. The condition of this old chapel suited the tatty grounds in which it sat. They were neglected and in need of some major work. Nature had well and truly taken over, reclaiming what once might well have been well cared for gardens. The grass, which had long since lost any signs of its last cut, was now long enough to sway in the cold November breeze. Here and there thorny bushes strangled the ground with their deep roots, whilst their sharp and oppressive branches reached toward the cold greying sky as if making their own bid for freedom from the very roots that fed them. Threaded through one of the bramble thickets was a long wooden bench. The generic long timber structure was typical of the kind found in churches and chapels across the world. This bench, however, after years of being attacked by the relentless brambles was shedding its varnish, like a snake peels its skin. One end, just visible through the thorns was scorched black, like a half-burnt stick poking out of a spent camping fire. At the far end of the building, where the overgrown grounds disappeared from view, a bell tower stood proud, looming over the apex of the roof by a good ten feet. It wasn’t a tower the likes of which housed a spiral staircase that ascended its dizzying heights and could house a troop of bell ringers, it was smaller and more like the kind sometimes found on Mediterranean places of worship. No more than an extension of the building with a small bell housed in an aperture under its own small apex roof. The old bell contained within the stone had obviously seen many a year since it had last rung out across the village, and whilst Tom was far from being an expert on matters of campanology, he knew the brass would be easily restored to its former lustre and once restored it would make a nice feature point. At the moment it was the only positive he could see, and that wasn’t for lack of trying. He wanted to love the place because Sue obviously did.

      “Think of this as your last job, and an investment into our pension fund," Sue said, smiling at him again, it was her warming smile and sparkling green eyes that had caught his attention all those years ago.

      Tom first met the woman who would turn out to be the love of his life in 1968, forty-eight years ago now, at a dance held in Salisbury City Hall. Sue was just a few days shy of twenty-two, and a legal secretary new to the area with few friends. He’d been a slightly spotty and mildly shy twenty-five-year-old, in the middle of his carpentry apprenticeship. They’d exchanged glances whilst local bands played covers of well-known rock and roll hits. The kind that neither of their parents would have approved of and put down to no more than noise.

      She’d changed over the years, a little more outwards in places and her hair, which was now tied back in a neat bun, had turned from the raven black, (that had first caught his attention), to peppered grey, and small crow's feet now marked the corners of her eyes. Those light green eyes, however, still sparkled as they'd done on their first date, her warm smile had also remained the same throughout the years. Tom had known and loved her long enough to see that sparkle of excitement in those eyes and knew without a single shred of doubt that she was enthused by this run-down, burnt out old building. He just wished he felt the same optimism for the potential project.

      “As you can see, and as it covers in your information pack,” interjected the slightly pushy estate agent as he joined them by the makeshift double front doors, “following the fire in late 2008 the roof was replaced by the last owner as part of his planned renovations.” The estate agent dove his hand into the deep pocket of his thick, grey formal coat, fished around for a few seconds before producing a set of brass keys. He thumbed through them, finally finding the one he wanted he unclipped the padlock that held the temporary metal doors closed. “After you,” he encouraged, beckoning them forward.

      Tom took his arm from around his wife, unhooked the heavy padlock from the hasp and dropped it to the floor. Grasping the cold metal, he pulled hard, forcing open the tatty looking steel door. It creaked painfully on rusty, little-used hinges, the strained sound of fatigued metal on metal echoing into the building and bouncing around the walls in a tortured shriek. Turning to the estate agent, who to Tom didn’t look old enough to be out of school, let alone holding down a full-time job, he said, “So how many years didn’t it have a roof?” Tom thought he saw a glint of frustration run through the young man’s dark brown eyes as he pawed through the sales pack.

      “The fire was in 08,” he summarised as he scanned the notes. Tom held the same set of documents in his hand, but the property didn’t exactly sell itself, so he felt like making the estate agent, who’d introduced himself on the phone last week as Karl, and now wore a white name badge confirming this, work for the sale. Karl had obviously affixed the generic white badge in a bit of a rush, it sat just above the breast pocket of his jacket but drooped to the left slightly. Tom, being more than a bit of a perfectionist, and bordering on OCD had noticed it immediately and it bugged him. He felt as if he needed to unpin it and place it back straight, the way a fussy parent might give their child a licky-licky-wet-wipe to get rid of some food left on the face after dinner. Karl fell silent for a few drawn-out seconds as he read. Finally, he looked up and said, “The roof was put on during the summer of 2011.”

      “That’s still three years of weather and water damage,” Tom replied, peering through the door and not seeing very much. The low winter sun had just about managed to struggle through one of the grey clouds, it cast a weak shaft of light into a darkness that seemed to consume it with ravenous hunger. The sudden light caught a bevy of dust motes kicked up by the fresh air now flowing in through the door and they swarmed in the winter sunlight like an excited cloud of tiny bees.

      “It’s old Cornish stone, Tom,” Sue said as if she were on Karl’s side and in for a slice of his commission on the sale. “This place will still be standing when we are both long gone, it just needs a little TLC.” She rested a hand on the stone of the entrance and then patted it affectionately. Tom looked at Karl, who stayed silent. He obviously knew his trade well despite his schoolboy appearance and it was more than obvious that Sue had a real hankering to take on the place so little work on his part was needed; he was just sitting back and letting her run. “Plus,” she continued enthusiastically, “that’s five years it has had a roof, so much of the damp will have dried out over the summers.”

      “Doubtful,” Tom replied sceptically, as he mentally ran through how many industrial heaters he’d need to hire just to get the damp under control. “Why did the previous owner abandon the project?” His question was directed at Karl, who shifted uncomfortably on the soles of his now slightly mud-stained black shoes. He kept glancing down at his soiled footwear as if the clinging mud was becoming a major annoyance for him.

      “The previous owner, Henry Bough, acquired the site in 2010,” Karl answered, moving his eyes back to Tom. “He purchased it at auction, the original owner Johnathan Deviss, who owned the site had no living relatives to pass the building on to, nor did he have a will, so the state took legal ownership. The building, from what little I know of its history, had been in the Deviss family for years. Mr. Bough did little with the building save for the roof. Despite its dilapidated appearance, the property secured a high price at the original auction. I understand there was interest in the property from the local community, but his pockets obviously ran deeper. According to his daughter, Mr. Bough’s plan was to build a family home and move them all down from the city, ya know, get away from the rat-race, escape to the country, that kind of thing, but he died before the project was completed. The family held on to the place in its current state until they finally put it up for sale.”

      “They probably realised what a gawdawful job it would be to turn this place into something habitable,” Tom laughed, noting the definite smell of damp and stagnation emanating from the darkness.

      “It’s a little more delicate than that,” Karl replied, his eyes darting from Tom to Sue, then awkwardly down at his notes. From his paperwork his gaze fell to the mud caking the sides of his shoes again, he scraped it fruitlessly on the ground before he continued, “Mr. Bough fell to his death in the building the day he completed the works on the roof.”

      “Oh my God!” Sue gasped, putting her hand over her mouth. “Poor man.”

      Karl nodded, “I’m told by his daughter, Trudie, that he was found on the floor over there,” he pointed into the darkness, giving no true indication of where the accident happened. “It appeared that his ladder toppled over whilst he carried out a few finishing touches to the beam work. The roof arcs up high as you can see from the outside, it was quite a fall.” Karl now almost sounded like a tour guide, relishing in the gruesome tale of some murder mystery during a guided walk.

      “And his ghost still haunts the place to this day,” Tom laughed as he turned the collar of his thick, green fleece up against the cold. The sun had lost its brief fight against those dark winter clouds and had now vanished from the sky, further darkening the already sullen day. Fishing in his pocket he produced a small, but powerful LED Lenser torch, clicked it on and walked inside. The floor, the part of it that Tom could see, was tiled, whatever pattern they’d held was long gone. Even the better condition tiles had lost their glazing, many were cracked and uneven, giving the floor the appearance of a higgledy-piggledy cobbled forecourt. The whole thing would need to be re-laid. Stretching the beam toward the very back of the building the thin shaft of light caught an area where the broken tiles gave way to concrete, it looked newer than the tiles and had likely been added by Mr. Bough before his demise. That at least wouldn’t need any work, but it was such a small portion of the floor it hardly made a difference. It wasn’t uncommon for people with little experience of developing to attack a project in what Tom called an arse about face way, fixing something here and replacing something there. A project this big needed a plan and a structure, and someone with enough experience to complete the work. He hated to admit it, but he was the man for such a job, even if he didn’t want it.

      “Tom,” Sue chided, giving him a nudge.

      “Well a good ghost story might appeal to some,” he mused, sweeping the lance of light around the cavernous and empty interior. Aiming the bright white beam upward he checked the roof. The work was good, solid oak beams held up the slate roof, the very fact the roof was on, fairly new, and in good shape would save a great deal of time and a shit load of money. He’d been in the trade long enough to know this was, without doubt, a listed building, meaning any work carried out would be governed by strict rules, and the roof was likely as close to the original as you could get. The stone of the interior walls was scorched black in many places, but the smell of the long-spent fire no longer laced the air. The visual remnants, however, were everywhere. Chasing the beam of light through the dark he did a rough count of the windows, no doubt the majority of which would need to be replaced with stained glass, in keeping with the building’s original appearance. That in itself would be a costly exercise.

      “It doesn’t seem to say what caused the fire?” Sue questioned. Tom could see her looking around, her eyes straining through the murky half-light. Part of him wanted the challenge of bringing this mid-seventeenth century building back to life, but the other part wanted to keep the money in the bank. By the time they’d purchased the shit-tip and sank God knows how much into the renovations, there’d be a sizeable hole in their savings. It was a gamble but one that could pay off and secure them financially for life. It would also leave a nice little nest egg for their children, Ben and Lisa. Now both in their thirties they’d long since started their own adult lives and made them grandparents three times over but leaving them a good legacy for after he and Sue had gone was one of his goals, and this place done right could be just that.

      Tom had celebrated his seventy-third birthday earlier in the year, whilst he still felt much younger, he’d done his time on the tools and wasn’t convinced a project of this size was a thing he wanted to tackle. Retirement should be about playing golf a few times a week and taking the occasional cruise or trip to Spain, not busting his arse on a building site. That was a job for a young man.

      Karl heaved open the second metal door, putting his body weight against it to get the seven-foot partly seized panel to move. The sound echoed through the empty interior; somewhere inside Tom heard disturbed wings flapping frantically. The place obviously had its own residents, no doubt using the window with its busted boarding up panel. He made a mental note to secure it at the first opportunity, the place was bad enough without having to contend with a pile of bird shit.

      With the second door open the interior was much more visible. Karl joined them, although he seemed to hang back a bit, as if reluctant to venture too far in. He glanced at his notes and said, “Eventually it was ruled accidental. I think they believed it to be arson, but there was no hard evidence for it, and who the hell would be sick enough to burn down a church? This is a pretty remote village and the nearest neighbour is a good half a mile away, so sadly no one even saw the fire. By morning all that was left was the solid stone walls and a collapsed roof, nothing really for the investigators to go on.”

      “But the church never got it repaired?” Tom asked, puzzled.

      “As you will no doubt see from your pack, this was a privately-owned building and not under the control of the church. As I said previously the building had been in the Deviss family for years; since it was built in fact. No one survived Mr. Deviss, hence why the state auctioned it.”

      “So,” Tom said, smiling to himself, “not only is this place a gawdawful wreck, but it’s killed its last two owners.” In the dim light, he could see the look on Karl’s face. Karl didn’t know whether to take the comment seriously or not. Tom let him stew for a few brief seconds before treating him to a wide smile. “Relax, kid,” he joked. “Luckily neither the wife nor I are superstitious like that - unless it gets us a few grand off the price, that is. Heck, it’s an old chapel, it’s probably seen plenty of bodies over the last few hundred years.”

      “I won’t lie,” Karl said, sounding relieved, “the last two clients who learned that never even put in an offer. The other prospective client was not happy that this place was never officially registered as a chapel with the church and that we were unable to prove provenance. I have conducted as much research as I can using various sites like parish register but from what I can tell this was a rare, privately owned community church. I’m no legal eagle, but its existence may have breached the Places of Worship Act, but that is reflected in the asking price – the lack of provenance. If I could find it, you’d be looking at another ten or fifteen grand.” Karl was good at his job; he’d managed to spin the negative to a positive with the mention of the saving and Tom inwardly smiled at the young man’s skill.

      “Old buildings have history,” Sue cut in, sounding as enthusiastic as ever. In the gloom, she reached for the stone wall again and ran her hand along its blackened surface. “If we didn’t want history, we’d buy a new build. The lack of registration is not a worry, if the contracts and sale are legal it will suit our needs just fine. It’s more the look of the building I’m after anyway over religious provenance. I’m thinking modern gothic.”

      Tom admired his wife’s passion, but the truth of the matter was it would likely be cheaper if he looked at knocking it down, if that were an option, and starting from scratch. He didn’t voice it though, because at the end of the day, despite how much of a shit-tip it looked, those old stone walls had history, and they could be restored, and life could be breathed back into the place.

      “The Bough family,” Karl began, cutting back into sales mode and obviously sensing a deal was close, “saw to it that planning permission for a six-bedroom property had been granted before putting it up for sale, hence why the price is a little higher than you’d expect for a building in this condition. Whilst still being below that of a registered church,” he added hastily. Leaning into the thick shaft of light afforded by the double doors, Karl flashed a scaled-down version of the architect's plans in front of Tom. “Mezzanine level conversion giving you two floors, space for a games room on the lower level if you opt for a slightly smaller kitchen.”

      Tom couldn’t deny the plans looked good. He’d only received the full sales pack through the day before they’d made the drive down from Wiltshire, but from the brief once-over he’d given the detailed plans, he’d not found much they’d need to change. The second floor was a must, the roof was high and not to put one in would be a terrible waste of liveable space. Not to mention that without the benefit of an upper floor, it would lose heat like a bitch. It was a hell of a job, but one worth doing if done properly; a phrase he lived and died by when it came to building work. Rubbing a hand over the day-old greying stubble on his face he turned his attention to his wife, who’d ventured a little deeper into the building.

      “So?” she asked, raising her eyebrows in hope and turning to her husband. “It looks good doesn’t it, Tom?” She paused before walking back to him, the loose tiles jostled under her feet and echoed in the emptiness.

      “This has been your dream for the last ten years, if you want to take this on, I’m with you,” Tom said, realising that trying to put her off was about as futile as old King Canute’s efforts to halt the rising tide.

      “Your husband,” Karl cut in, “said you wanted to turn this into a holiday home.”

      “Yes,” Sue said, nodding her head. “That’s the plan. I grew up in Cornwall but moved east in my early twenties. It’s a bit like coming home, there’s always been a part of me that wanted to have a place down here.”

      “Well as you know it’s in a fantastic location, the village is quiet although quite remote. Crime is virtually non-existent. In fact, when I searched crime figures for this postal code, I could not find a single reported crime in the village of Trellen for the last eight years, which is as far as the publicly available records go back. This is also the first property I could find in the entire village that has come up for sale in recent times, well, as far back as I could research on the internet, so this is a rare buy.” Karl cast his eyes around the empty expanse as if he were viewing and selling the finished article and not a wreck. “As far as tourist attractions go, the Eden Project is just a short drive away, and the picturesque village of Charlestown is ten miles down the road. That’s your nearest decent sized town, well that and Lostwithiel."

      “I think you can cut the sales patter,” Tom smiled, fully aware that in the next few months, and likely when winter was at its coldest, he, and a trusted team of guys who would work for him at the drop of a hat, would be here bringing the old stone chapel back to life. “I think my wife, who obviously has watched one too many episodes of Grand Designs has made up her mind, and if it’s good for her, it’s good for me.” Tom rubbed his hands together, trying to get some warmth into them and sooth the arthritic ache that’d slowly set into his bones during the last few years. “It’s bloody freezing out here, so why don’t we head back to your office, run some figures and have us a nice hot brew.”

      Sue, who was now clutching her husband’s hand gave a small squeal of glee and kissed his stubbly cheek.

      “Pleasure doing business,” said Karl, his face wearing a very broad, cat-that-got-the-cream smile. He extended his hand and grasped Tom’s. He pumped it up and down enthusiastically before turning and walking briskly out of the building and into the overgrown grounds.

      Tom followed his wife and Karl out, stopping at the open doors he began to swing them shut whilst making another mental note to bring a can of GT85 or WD40 with him on the inevitable next trip. As the last of the winter light turned from a wide beam to a lance, and the tired hinges gave their last scream of protest, he thought he saw something stirring in the shadows at the back of the building. Something silent. Something dark and about the size of a man. Intrigued, and slightly spooked he swung the door open. The creaking hinges made him jump and he inwardly cursed himself for being childish. Straining his eyes toward the back of the cave-like interior a growing sense of unease built in Tom’s gut, as if something or someone was watching him; he felt observed. Cursing himself a second time he clicked his torch on and lit the back wall with a bright shaft of white light. The cavernous interior was empty. Still feeling uneasy Tom swung the door closed, collected the padlock up off the cold floor and snapped it shut, securing the old building in darkness once again.
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      The Old Chapel had been on the ‘For-Sale Portfolio’ at Winns Estate Agency for just over a year, a few months longer than Karl Banks had actually worked for the firm. At the office there was a sweepstake style prize running, thankfully which Karl was a part of, that went to the employee who managed to sell the creepy wreck of a building. The prize fund was paid into by the participants monthly, a mere five pounds each held in a big glass-style sweet jar and secured in the office safe. With his, and the other four more experienced agents paying into it every month for the last ten months the bounty heading Karl’s way was two hundred and fifty pounds, a sizeable amount on his rookie wage. Added to the commission the sale had netted him, all in all, it had been a very profitable day.

      Following a spell in the office with Tom and Sue Reed, who he’d taken a genuine liking to, Karl now found himself heading back out to the ramshackle old building to stick a triumphant ‘SOLD’ sign over the ‘FOR SALE’ one that had been replaced more than once during the time the building had been on their books. A property didn’t look good to passing trade if the ‘FOR SALE’ sign outside looked like shit, even when the building it advertised was fit for demolition. Not that much passing trade went that way, and it was for all intents and purposes, the arse end of nowheresville.

      Changing the sign to ‘SOLD’ wasn’t a necessity that very day and the remote village of Trellen was a good forty-minute drive from the office in Liskeard at rush hour, but Karl didn’t mind, it was his way of capping off the perfect day. Besides, it meant he got to take the new company 3 Series for another spin and really test the handling on some of the winding back roads.

      The Reeds had screwed him down on the price a little; as it turned out they were only too aware of how long the place had been for sale. With them sat expectantly on the other side of his small desk, (it seemed the desks got bigger the longer you worked at Winns), sipping hot, sweet tea, he’d called the offer through to the Bough family personally. Half an hour, and a few calls later the offer had been accepted, and with the Reeds being cash buyers there was not a great deal to go wrong from here on in. Tom Reed was a builder and experienced property developer, he knew only too well what he was buying into, unlike Tom Hanks’ character in that classic mid-eighties film The Money Pit, there had been no con. Yet Karl felt as if he should have been wearing a mask doing the deal.

      The Old Chapel marked up Karl’s most successful sale to date - not his most valuable, not by a long-shot, but the place had been on the books long enough and was proving to be a real Jonah. Karl was under no illusions that the woman, Sue, had all but hoodwinked her husband into buying the property. It was still his sale nonetheless, even if he didn’t have to turn on the hard sell, something that he was getting good at.

      Following the local signs toward Charlestown, and trying not to use the satnav, Karl gunned the company 3 Series down another generic, but fun, country lane. High thorny hedges lined the sides, reaching the car roof. Occasionally he would hug the BMW too far to the left, causing the nearside wing mirror to catch on the few overhanging privets. A few times, when the corner proved very tight, he had to jam the brakes on, just in case he met another mad-brained driver coming the other way. Thankfully, even at rush hour, once he’d cleared the main town, traffic was minimal. The houses and villages out here were sparsely scattered about, meaning there wasn’t a glut of commuters using the old roads.

      Much to his annoyance, and after close to forty minutes of driving, Karl lost his battle to not use the navigation system, and after a few too many stubborn miles he found himself pulling into the main tourist carpark at Charlestown Harbour.

      Great, he thought to himself, I’m a good ten miles out of my way now. Inwardly cursing the local council for the lack of signs to the village he leaned forward and found Trellen on his previous routes. The helpful device informed him he was just under ten miles from his destination. He was officially off the clock in thirty minutes but on days like this, he didn’t mind. Spinning the back wheels, Karl gunned the engine and left Charlestown Harbour, where forty-seven years ago a fifteen-year-old girl by the name of Lindie Parker had gone missing, in his rear-view mirror.

      Navigation had always been one of his strong points, and usually, after one trip he could find his way back to almost anywhere. Karl had been out to The Old Chapel, so named by the Bough family, twice now and for some reason, he’d failed to find his way back to the strange little village on both occasions.

      With the aid of the BMW’s navigation system, Karl pulled the car to a stop outside of the ruined building just under fifteen minutes later, it was almost four fifteen and the light was already falling fast. Opening the boot Karl fished the ‘SOLD’ signs out, and feeling triumphant, fixed one to each side of the ‘FOR SALE’ board that was staked into the overgrown grass verge at the property’s entrance. Satisfied, he stood back admiring his handiwork and wondered what he’d buy with his sweepstake win.

      Behind the sign, and the very overgrown hedge that had now all but engulfed sections of the ancient drystone wall, which marked the front boundary of the place, he caught sight of the building, its dark grey stone almost silhouetted against the cold and dusky sky. A shiver chased its way down his spine, and he felt his hackles rise a little, a feeling that his old nan would say was like having someone walk over your grave. Something about the building spooked him, he was far from a believer in the paranormal and all that rubbish, but a real feeling of dread filled his gut, nonetheless. He gave the sign one more approving look and was just about to jump back in the car and leave the place behind, for what he hoped would be the last time, when he noticed the cumbersome steel double doors. They were only just visible at the end of the long drive, but with disbelief he could see that one was open. Shit, he thought, I knew I should have checked that Tom guy had locked up properly.

      Karl had no intention of losing this sale, and whilst the place was in the middle of nowhere if someone got in and burnt the place out again, or somehow damaged it more than the shit-stain of a state it was already in, he’d not only be for the high jump, it could also cost him financially. He wanted the commission and he wanted his sweepstake money, and on a wider scale, he needed this job. Although in the last few months of his probationary and training period one monumental fuck up could still earn him the sack. No written or final warning, just a see ya later kiddo and a P45 in the post.

      Trudging reluctantly down the muddy drive and soiling his shoes for the second time that day, Karl reached the door. He glanced longingly back at the BMW and wished he’d brought it down the drive. He turned his attention back to the task in hand, securing the place. The padlock was on the floor, the hasp open and the door ajar a good two feet. Karl was almost certain that he’d seen Tom Reed lock the bloody thing, he’d almost have bet his sweepstake money on it, yet here the lock was on the deck, almost in the same spot that Tom had dropped it when he’d viewed the building some five hours earlier. Fearing someone had broken in, Karl fished his phone from the pocket of his heavy grey winter jacket. Bringing the phone to life he cursed the NO SIGNAL message. If indeed there had been a break in there was zero chance of calling the police. Putting it back in his pocket he froze, someone was inside, in the darkness. He'd heard them. His heart hammering in his chest like a drum he cocked his head to the gap and strained his ears against the silence, whilst holding his breath to still the air that passed in and out of his lungs. The sound came again, a cry, no, a wail. Karl shook his head in disbelief as if the movement would remove the sound from his ears. Running a shaky hand through his thick blonde hair he breathed in slowly, holding the air in his chest once more. The sound came again. Louder this time, a definite cry, a baby’s cry. The way he remembered that his little brother Josh would wail when he’d soiled his nappy or wanted attention.

      “Hello, is anyone in there?” Karl called, his voice sounding anything but confident. In fact, every word sounded a little shaky as it left his lips and he inwardly cursed himself for sounding so foolish. Whoever was in there wouldn’t exactly be fearing retribution with him sounding like a pussy, would they? He waited for a few seconds that ticked by like minutes. There was no reply. Just a perpetual silence that seemed to go hand-in-hand with the darkness that dwelt inside.

      Just as he thought his racing mind had imagined the whole thing the crying came again, louder and more anguished. It echoed through the empty space, bouncing off the cold, stone walls. Karl felt his feet involuntarily stumble back a bit, his ankle turned on some loose stone and he almost fell. Gaining his composure, he edged back toward the door. What the fuck is a baby doing in there? Karl thought to himself. He scanned the darkening grounds as if expecting to see someone who could offer some help, instead only the gnarled-up mess of the thorn bushes stared back at him, dotted about the overgrown lawn before disappearing into the forest that surrounded the building on three sides. The screaming of the child came again, ending in a painful sounding gurgle. The sound hit him like a punch to the face.

      Now, as if sensing something nefarious was afoot the encroaching night seemed eager to claim its hold on the land. The failing light of the day was fading by the minute and soon the whole place would be shrouded in darkness. Cursing his own stupidity, yet at the same time believing that some sicko had broken in and abandoned a child in the building, Karl found his iPhone and searched the multitude of various Apps before locating the one he was after, the one that turned his phone into a torch. Moving in reluctant shuffles toward the door, he turned it on and aimed the small but bright beam of light into the darkness.

      “H-hello is a-a-any o-ne there,” he stammered, his voice still not finding the courage he would have liked. With wide eyes, he followed the beam as it forced the darkness to retreat into shadow. On the second sweep, the light caught something, a white bundle of ragged swaddle cloth. Karl estimated it to be halfway into the building, and just about at the furthest point that his phone light could reach. The baby’s cry came again. The bundle of cloth moved. He wanted to run. He wanted to get into the BMW and pin the accelerator to the floor and never see the damn place again, but he held firm. The child needed his help.

      When Karl had been ten, Tommy Johnson, a kid in his class, had fallen through the ice down at the local boating lake in Coronation Park. All the other kids had stood by the side of the frozen water, shouting his name frantically as if just the power of their sheer will, and panic would pull him from the frozen water. Karl, however, had seen an ice rescue on the Discovery Channel the week before and knew what to do. Despite being terrified he’d spread his body weight out on the precariously thin sheet of ice, that Tommy Johnson had foolishly weighed up as worth walking over to get his ball back, and inched his way toward the stricken boy, who was trying frantically to scrabble himself free of the deadly water, hands clawing fruitlessly at the slippery frozen surface. The ice had creaked and cracked with every movement, but he’d reached Tommy, then laid out with his belly on the ice and with his weight distributed as evenly as he could manage, Karl had clasped the boy’s icy hands and pulled him from the wintery lake and saved his life. Tommy’s grip had been so tight, so desperate, the grip of someone holding on to the last hope of life, and on reflection that’s just what he had been doing. Much longer in the freezing waters and the energy would have ebbed completely out of his small body, until it slid under the ice, where his frozen, dead eyes would have no doubt gazed up at the world from beneath the frozen tundra, as if looking through a mirror and into another reality.

      Karl, now a Bonafede saver of life had become somewhat of a local child hero and celebrity in his hometown of Helston, for a short spell anyway. The episode had taught him one thing; you could be brave through fear and if someone needed his help he’d do his best to give it.

      Reluctantly, and for some reason feeling far more fear than he had that day on the lake, he pulled the heavy door open further, widening the escape route if he needed it. With his insides knotting and turning in anxiety, he crept into the building.

      “H-hello,” he called again, but all that answered was the sound of his own uncertain voice as it echoed in the darkness. A few silent seconds slipped by then another urgent cry made him freeze. He swept the beam of his phone-torch around The Old Chapel. The place was empty, save for the small pile of squirming white rags. Inch by inch he crept closer, every time the infant cried, he stopped, his heart picking up its rhythm until he was sure it would explode out of his chest and land in a bloody puddle on the broken tiled floor.

      The terrifying walk to the child was no more than fifteen yards, but it felt like a mile. Finally, stood over the bundle of rags he paused and took a deep breath that almost made him retch. The smell of decay gagged the air around the infant and the dishevelled cloth that swaddled it was stained in mottled patches that looked like blood or shit, possibly both, it was hard to tell in the light. Gingerly Karl reached down and pulled back the cloth. Lit by the bright concentrated beam of light he caught sight of the child, the source of those tortured sounding cries. As he did the cold air filled with a fresh scream, his scream. The baby had no face. Where its features should have been, was just a mould of skin that almost seemed to try and form an anguished expression as somehow it managed to wail and cry, despite having no mouth. The sound of that cry cast back the silence and filled Karl’s head with a pressure that made his brain feel as if it could explode.

      It’s got no face, Karl thought to himself, momentarily frozen to the spot. Where the fuck is its face. Oh Jesus, God – noooo!

      Karl reeled back and turned to run, but as he did his foot found a section of loose tile and he went spilling painfully to the floor. Hitting the tiles hard he felt his phone fly from his hand. It clattered along the ground for a few feet, the beam of light flashing erratically in angles as it went. Finally, the phone came to a stop somewhere out of his reach, but as it did the light went out.

      Karl scooted back in the darkness, using his hands to move across the cold and broken tiles, the shattered masonry cutting and stabbing at his palms as he went. The sound of the disturbed tiles chinked in the darkness, but the sound of his plight to escape was not the only thing he could hear. The faceless infant was moving, he could hear it scrabbling over the broken floor after him, working its way relentlessly in chase. Feeling blindly behind him Karl’s hand found the edge of his iPhone. Grabbing the handset his thumb turned on the torch App, but instead of selecting the constant beam he turned on the strobe, igniting the darkness in a rapid series of bright flashes.

      Eyes searching frantically for the nightmarish image he saw it. The staccato flashes gave its movements an epileptic effect. The faceless child was clear of its blood and shit-bound swaddle, clawing its way toward him, naked and on tiny malformed and atrophying limbs. Karl tried to scream, but his voice caught in his throat. Frozen in terror and totally unable to move he watched as the tiny, twisted infant reached his right foot, then he caught a brief glimpse of its gnarled hand on his shoe. He felt its icy touch on his skin, through the thin fabric of his suit trousers. Trying helplessly to will his frozen body into action he heard it let out a triumphant sounding cry from its invisible mouth. Flash by flash he watched as it clawed its way along his leg, each time the light came it had progressed a little further. During the next series of flashes, Karl could do nothing but watch in consternation as it raised its head, presenting its featureless face. Sensing it had its quarry the thing let out another cry, the horrifyingly blank face twisted and distorted, and as it screamed the skin of its mouth tore apart, revealing a gouged maw that held no teeth, just a blackness. Karl felt, no - knew, that if this child reached his head it would suck him down into that blackness, the way a python might ingest a whole goat and he would be gone from this world to the place of nightmares, the place that had birthed this abomination.

      As the infant-thing reached his knee the terror suddenly released him and the will to escape won. He kicked his leg out and watched as in a series of rapid flashes the malevolent child tumbled off and fell to the floor, emitting a cry of pain and frustration as it went. Now able to move and free from the paralysis of terror, Karl ran for the door, the screams of the demon infant echoing in the darkness behind him. Reaching the door, he kept moving, any care for securing the building now gone. The encroaching winter’s night had further set in; cloaking the chapel’s grounds in an ever-deepening darkness as night fully fell upon the land. Against that growing blackness the clean white paint of the BMW at the end of the long drive stood out like a beacon of hope.

      Not looking back Karl ran; he’d been somewhat of a sprinter during his school days and muscle memory kicked in as he pounded his way to the car. Reaching the driver’s door he wrenched it open, thankfully he’d not locked it, and with the added bonus of the intelligent ignition system the BMW knew the key was with him in the car; there was no need to fumble around for it with shaking hands. Not bothering to secure his seatbelt Karl hit the start button that was glowing helpfully, his lungs gasping for air as the engine roared to life. Not even daring a look down the muddied drive, for if he did, he knew he’d see the nightmare infant on all fours and running the distance down like a predator, he mashed the accelerator pedal into the floor and wheel span away from the horror. Working the engine hard he caused the rear end of the car to snake dangerously down the road, leaving behind two ribbons of black on the faded tarmac.

      Trying to get his breathing under control Karl worked the responsive 3 Series through the gears, going far too fast to keep proper control on the narrow road. A few minutes clear of The Old Chapel he dared a look in the rear-view mirror, as if expecting to see the twisted infant now crawling its way at impossible speed down the road, it’s blank face somehow rancorous and full of hate, but the view behind him was obscured by a face that grinned back at him with smooth lips and ice blue eyes. The grin on the face widened, showing a line of decaying teeth that stood out like crooked and broken gravestones from dark, blackened gums. In the false safety of the car Karl screamed!
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      “Ten thousand pounds!” the voice of the enthusiastic local radio DJ exclaimed. “Ten thousand pounds, Cheryl – if you can tell me who owns the mystery voice, on the station that brings you all the hits; Heart Cornwall.”

      The lucky listener, who’d actually managed to get through, paused. In the cab of his DAF CF 220 tipper, Jim Sheers, or JIMBO as the sign in the front of his windscreen, printed on an orange number plate announced, shook his head, tutted and shouted at the radio, “It’s James fucking Corden you dumb bitch!”

      The mystery voice had to be identified from just one word taken from an interview, an interview Jimbo had actually heard live, during a trip from one of the area’s many quarries. Which quarry precisely he could not recall, he visited most of them over the course of a working week.

      The woman’s trepidation to answer narked him, he also felt narked that he knew the answer, narked that he had tried to get through to the radio station practically every day for the last three weeks, and tonight had been no exception, either. Every one of his calls had been met with the enraging sound of an engaged tone.

      Most of all, and above all else he was narked that his piece of shit TomTom had diverted him down some of the worst roads in the area, all because an accident had blocked one of the main arterial routes. The irony of that fact would not be lost on him in the days after his impending accident, the accident, that as he leaned forward and cranked the volume up on his stereo a notch, he didn’t know was about to happen.

      “Piers Morgan,” Cheryl finally said.

      “So, for ten thousand pounds,” the DJ highlighted the amount, fake excitement in his voice. “You’re saying it’s This Morning and Britain’s Got Talent host – Piers Morgan?”

      “Yes, Dan.”

      “It’s James fucking Cordon you daft twat,” Jimbo shouted, the word twat highlighting his Welsh accent. Although frustrated at the caller’s stupidity he was also glad. The woman was wrong, as wrong as putting ketchup on a roast dinner, and that meant there was still a chance he could net the ten grand when the CALL NOW alarm sounded, as it did three times a day. When? Well, that was anybody’s guess. You had to LISTEN TO WIN! That particular reminder followed every song, well likely not every song, but it sure as shit felt that way.

      At the same time, Karl took his eyes off the road, his attention drawn to the insidious face with its crooked teeth and black gums, Jimbo’s focus on the road also lapsed. Only it was the competition that got him, and not some nightmarish image of death glaring from the back seat. It was a twist of fate, a terrible and horrific matter of bad timing, and one that would cost one life and change the other forever.

      Looking down at the stereo, as if he could see DJ Dan tell the woman she wrong, the BMW heading in the other direction went wide on a slight curve and into the path of the DAF tipper, that not an hour before had been loaded with twenty tonnes of aggregate, just six shy of its maximum load weight. Jimbo faintly became aware of the headlights as he looked up, but before he could even think why some daft prick, a term he often used to describe idiot car drivers, was on his side of the road, the BMW hit him in a full head on, metal tearing, life-ending collision.

      The 3 Series, that was travelling the wrong side of sixty at the time of the impact, stopped in a nano-second, the sheer mass of the DAF deciding that the car was going its way or the highway. The front of the car crumpled in the blink of an eye, forcing the engine through and into the cab, where it severed Karl’s body in two. As the small BMW was forced back along the road, sparks hailing from its underbelly, the engine lost the momentum of the sharp impact and began to cook his legs. It didn’t matter, Karl felt nothing. His body was now torn, twisted and crumpled in the back of the car, his neck broken, leaving his head at an angle similar to that of a person considering a difficult task, only much more pronounced, and with the added gore of his spine, that now breached the skin and stuck out in a bloodied compound fracture. His left eye had been forced from its socket by the force of the impact and now dangled down on his cheek as if puzzled at where his legs had gone.

      As the BMW, now half of its original size, squealed in protest at being firmly attached to the front of Jimbo’s DAF, Jimbo managed to jam on the brakes, ignoring the searing pain in his collarbone, that had no doubt been broken by the force of the impact as he’d been caught by the seatbelt’s friction lock. Sparks flew from the wrecked car and ignited the ruptured fuel tank; the car began to burn fiercely before it had even come to a stop. Only the sheer weight of his tipper, aided by the size of the impacting car had saved him, that and the seatbelt, of course.

      Jimbo felt as if his left arm was also broken and judging from the angle that it now sat limply at, he guessed it probably was. Using his good arm, he reached over and unclipped his belt. Wincing in pain, he’d cracked a few ribs too by the feel of it, he leant his weight against the driver’s door, now buckled from the impact. The bent metal groaned in protest and he had to use all sixteen stone of his weight to push it painfully open, before he half fell to the tarmac, fresh pain igniting in his broken arm and collarbone.

      Jimbo managed to stand, he wasn’t sure how, all that mattered was that he was on his feet. Miraculously his legs hadn’t been broken, there was pain, maybe that of a sprain or torn muscle but it paled in comparison to the other, more serious injuries.

      He staggered across the narrow road, nursing his askew arm and feeling the searing heat of the fire that had now started to lick his cab with a multitude of eager, orange tongues. Finally reaching what he hoped was a safe distance he allowed his body to slump into a shallow culvert where he could do nothing but watch as the two vehicles burned brightly against the cold November sky.
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      The traffic choked its way slowly across the New Forest. The heat-softened tarmac of the two westbound lanes hidden under countless cars and trucks that stretched back for miles, and from the air resembled a massive metallic slow-moving snake, glistening motionlessly in the relentless July sun, basking in the heat.

      Ellie Harrison gazed nonchalantly out the rear passenger side window of her father’s Peugeot Estate. Pressing her forehead against the warm glass she watched absently as they crawled past a grubby old white Ford Focus. The heat and lack of movement had proven too much for the tatty old car and it now sat slightly askew, part on the road and part on the grass verge. Its bonnet was up and a gradually increasing puddle of water leaked from the engine bay as if the car had needed to stop to take a piss. The coolant hit the hot tarmac and chased out toward the queuing traffic in tiny abstract streams. This was the third such breakdown they’d crept past since hitting the jam around an hour ago; the halted traffic and sweltering heat were claiming their mechanical victims one at a time.

      The occupants of the cooked Focus, a young couple who Ellie guessed were a few years older than her, were stood by the bonnet staring blankly into the steaming engine bay as if the sheer power of hope would resolve the issue and fix the radiator.

      “I still don’t see why I had to come,” Ellie protested, looking away from the stricken car and hoping to catch the attention of either of her parents in the rear-view mirror. “I mean I am eighteen now, I’m not a kid!”

      “We’ve been over this too many times, Ellie!” her mother, Carol, sighed from the front seat. She twisted her slender frame around to face her daughter and lifted the oversize dark lenses of her sunglasses as if to highlight the disappointment in her eyes. “This is the first and probably last chance we will get to have a proper family holiday together -”

      “A family holiday,” Ellie cut in, causing her mother’s scowl to deepen, she hated being spoken over and Ellie knew it, “is going somewhere cool, like Florida, or at the very least Greece or Spain, not some ass-hat of a village in the middle of nowheresville!”

      “What’s an ass-hat?” chimed in her five-year-old brother, Henry, or Hand-Me-Down-Henry as she often called him, due to the never-ending supply of clothing that came from his cousin, Leon, who was a year older. He hated the pet name and would put on his best whining voice when Ellie teased him by saying it to his face.

      Whilst Ellie’s mum had been pregnant with Henry, and before they knew the sex of the baby, the bump had been nicknamed Whoops. Even then, and thanks to certain lessons in school about such things, Ellie knew enough to understand the meaning behind the name, and that Henry hadn’t exactly been planned. Planned or not, just a few weeks after turning thirteen, and having spent those fun-filled childhood years comfortable with being an only child, Ellie had found herself as an older sister, and her parents, just the wrong side of forty, had found themselves once again buried in soiled nappies and suffering a seemingly never-ending stream of sleepless nights at the hands of a hedonistic and demanding infant. Unfortunately for them, Hand-Me-Down-Henry came along right around the time they also had a hormonal teenage daughter to deal with. Although Hand-Me-Down-Henry could be plenty annoying Ellie adored him, plus he was at an age where he was fun to tease. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, when Ellie had no college lessons to attend, she would walk up to collect him from his infant’s school where he was in his first reception year, then on the way home take him to the local park for an hour where he could expel a little of the never-ending energy he seemed blessed with. However, her twice-weekly trips to the local park, when the weather permitted, were now sadly at an end.

      The summer had arrived, and the coming of this summer had brought with it the end of her college studies, and when the summer turned to September, Ellie would find herself moving away from home for the first time as she began the next chapter of her life at Warwick University.

      On more than one occasion whilst at the park she’d caught some of the mums, who seemed to move in cattle-like herds, all sporting various designer pushchairs and changing bags, flashing her disapproving looks. Obviously, they had her pegged as a young, teen mother with a child already of school age, a notion she found hilarious. Not that some girls didn’t get themselves knocked-up at that age. One girl in her school named Tina Barnes, or Ten-P Tina as the boys affectionately called her, had left to be home-schooled after landing the prize of twin girls at just fourteen. On more than one occasion Ellie had been tempted to call Henry, Son, just to fully satisfy their disapproval. Ellie had no desires on parenthood for a long time and had no wanting to have the best of her years snatched away by an ankle biter. She’d seen and helped her mother with Henry from day one and knew what hard work it was, there was too much of the world to experience before she got tied down with a child of her own. If anything, being a teenage girl with a baby - turned toddler - in the house was the best sex-ed you could get and one of the main reasons she’d abstained from such carnal acts. Not that she’d not been tempted a few times, it's just the time had never been right.

      Ellie watched her younger brother, who was now beaming with curiosity over the phrase, to the point where he’d even taken his attention away from the current episode of Peppa Pig that graced his tablet screen. He looked from Ellie to his mother, expectantly and awaited an explanation. “Mummy,” he half winged, “what’s an ass-hat?”

      “Henry!” Carol scolded. “And you should know better than to use that kind of language in front of your brother!” She treated Ellie to one of her best disapproving looks, a thing she was well practised at. Carol slid a purple hairband off her wrist where she’d been wearing it like a bracelet, collected up her shoulder length dark brown hair and put it in a quick ponytail. Ellie noticed a few more streaks of grey had chased their way into her hair, and she expected the dye would come out soon and she’d have the pleasure of doing her roots, as her mother put it. The truth was the grey had gone beyond the roots now and had begun a full-on, you’re getting old, assault on her head.

      Her mother's quick and erratic movements told Ellie she was far from pleased. “Back me up a little here, Rob,” she added looking at their father.

      “I knew we should have taken the three-o-three and not pushed further south to the thirty-one,” he muttered absently, as if unaware of the family conflict developing in the car. He expelled a long weary breath of air through clenched teeth before adjusting his weight on the car seat, arching his back as if to rid it of a niggling pain.

      “Ass-hat is not exactly a swear word,” Ellie protested.

      “Ass-hat,” Hand-Me-Down-Henry giggled his face beaming with a wide smile at having used the word three times with virtually no reprimanding. Still chuckling to himself he went back to the screen of his tablet and started the current episode of Peppa Pig all over again. She was certain that if she had to listen to the theme tune once more, she’d be about ready to maim someone.

      The last two years of Ellie’s life, since leaving school, had been spent studying psychology in college, graduating with a good enough pass mark at A Level standard to carry on her passion at university. She often thought that she could easily write a paper on underlying messages in children’s television shows, and if the chance came up during her fast encroaching time at Warwick, she fully planned on doing it.

      “You know only too well, Hun, why we can’t go somewhere cool as you put it,” Carol said, her eyes still fixed on her daughter. “Your grandfather is not in the best of health and if the home calls we - well I, need to be able to get back. As it is five days away are the most I feel happy about leaving him for.”

      Ellie’s grandfather, or gramps as she’d called him since being Henry’s age, a name that had stuck and she still used to this day, had been in Whispering Pines Retirement & Assisted Living Home for the past three years. He’d suffered a stroke six months after Ellie’s grandmother had died after a brief and futile battle with the Big C. After the stroke and being discharged from hospital it was soon clear that he could no longer care for himself. As a result of two falls and plenty of soiled trousers poor old gramps had been lodged in what Ellie thought of as God’s Waiting Room ever since. Ellie hated the place, the air seemed to be laced with the constant stench of incontinence, often mixed with whatever culinary delight the kitchen staff were working on. Usually something that had the unappealing smell of overly boiled cabbage. Almost every time she visited, one of the rooms had been taken on by the next guest, its previous owner's number with the Grim Reaper having come up. In a nutshell, the place was depressing and just being there for a few hours made Ellie feel as if the life were being sucked out of her, and it depressed her that the only way to buy a ticket out of the place came with a casket.

      Ellie had been very close to her gramps growing up, unlike her grandparents on her father’s side who lived in New Zealand and she’d only seen twice in her life. Sure, she got the obligatory birthday and Christmas card, but she didn’t feel any real connection with them. Sadly, and now at the age of eighty-five, it was looking increasingly like this year was going to be gramps’ last. Deep down Ellie knew why they weren’t heading further afield, and she felt momentarily bad for sounding selfish.

      “And besides, Ells,” her father cut in, deciding to join the conversation, “I don’t really fancy coming home to find that you’ve wrecked the place after a big party.” He winked at her in the rear-view and fired her a small but encouraging smile.

      “Really, Dad?” she said, sounding a little exasperated. “I had a party to go to, tomorrow night, it’s like the biggest event of the year. You do realise that just by missing it I’m practically going to be a social pariah when I get back next week.”

      The party was one, and largely the main reason why Ellie was so reluctant to come on this merry little family holiday to Cornwall. That, and at eighteen, holidays with your parents were not the matter of excitement they’d been when she’d been a child, and not exactly a cool reason to give your best friend as to why you couldn’t attend her party. It was also the start of the summer break and even if one of her best friends, Suzie, wasn’t holding a massive party that Saturday to celebrate her nineteenth, there were still plenty of places she’d rather be than here, stuck in a car in a seemingly never-ending line of traffic on her way to a place she doubted had even heard of the internet. Henry, on the other hand, had practically been bouncing off the walls of the house for the last few weeks asking every day, some days more than once, how much longer it was until they were leaving. Now they were on their way the question had switched to the obligatory, are we there yet? that seemed to come pre-programmed into every child under the age of ten when on a car journey that stretched out longer than a trip to the local shops, school or soft play area.

      Ellie broke her father’s gaze and peered around the front seat taking in the perpetual line of cars that stretched out for as far as she could see, which looked like a good mile or more. The line of halted traffic ran down the long gradual slope of the rise they were on and all the way to the top of the next. To either side the slightly brownish sun-scorched, heather-clad flats of the New Forest stretched out as far as she could see, meeting tree-lined woods on each horizon.

      Occasionally a horn sounded from some impatient motorist nearby and she could see a few cars further up switching lanes as if they held some secret knowledge that the one they were jostling for was about to flow freely. Whilst undoubtedly frustrating, Ellie enjoyed people watching and was fascinated by the futile lane switching and horn beeping. Human behaviour in certain situations intrigued her; it always had and was one of the main reasons she'd chosen an educational route in psychology, something she hoped to extend to employment when she was older and eventually had to leave the snug, comfortable blanket of education.

      “Just try to enjoy yourself,” her mother encouraged. “If we ever manage to get there that is.”

      “How much further is it?” Henry asked, “I need wee-wee!”

      “We’re not even close,” Ellie answered, discouragingly. “Lucky for you, you can go by the side of the car, I’ve got to hold it in until the next service station.” She grinned at him, enjoying his cheeky, angelic smile.

      “If I remember correctly,” her father said trying to sound upbeat. “There’s a Golden Arches in a couple of miles, just before Ringwood. I think we could all use a break from the car, and a burger.”

      “And milkshake,” chimed in Henry.

      “Sounds like a good deal,” Ellie agreed managing a forced smile. Like it or not she was stuck with the situation for the next five days and no amount of complaining was going to change it. Grinning at Henry she held her hand up and just as she’d taught him, he smacked his tiny palm against hers in a high-five. “Good one,” she chuckled, shaking her hand as if he’d hurt it.

      It took them another forty minutes to cover the two miles to the next service station, and they had indeed needed to pull to the side of the road to let Henry relieve himself. Much to Ellie’s amusement, he always insisted on going on one of the wheels when caught short.

      Finally pulled over at the small service station, they found McDonald's carpark was rammed with likeminded travellers, taking the first opportunity since Southampton to escape the queuing traffic, pull over and hope whatever was causing the jam remedied itself whilst they were stopped.

      The dry July air hit Ellie like the opening of an oven door as she left the car and she felt instantly thankful that they had a fairly modern Peugeot with good air-conditioning. Even dressed in her skirt and strap top the outside air felt too hot, the smell of fumes from the gridlocked traffic hung chokingly in the air and she felt a thin sheen of sweat on her brow by the time she reached the main doors.

      From what basic geographic knowledge, she had on the area she knew they were not a million miles from Bournemouth. The vibrant seaside town appealed to her much more than the converted old chapel they were heading to. She made her mind up that when she’d passed her driving test in August, she’d bring Suzie down to Bournemouth and they could have a proper weekend away. A last girls’ break before they said their goodbyes and went off to find new lives at university. The fact she might fail her test didn’t even feature on Ellie's scope; failing was not an option. Ellie had already purchased a car, a slightly tatty red Mini One. One of the first of the new shape to be made by BMW. She'd worked tirelessly for the past eighteen months at one of the local hair salons sweeping hair and making tea. Once she’d shown her father she could save and had half the money she’d need to buy and insure the small car, he’d put in the other half to the pot. Ellie had taken a few lessons with her dad in the family Peugeot, but he was far too stressy for her liking, yelling at her to watch out for this and look out for that. Her driving instructor was much more relaxed, and in the end, she decided paying for lessons was more favourable than learning with your father, even if it was for free.

      Leaving Hand-Me-Down-Henry and her mum on the small landscaped area of greenery, where Henry was already giggling and shrieking with delight as he chased a small Minion-decorated yellow ball around, his slightly too long floppy blonde hair catching the light breeze, she headed inside with her father. Ellie left her dad at the counter, which was five deep with customers eager to eat their fill of junk-food, and headed to the toilet. The small lavatory, whilst refreshingly air-conditioned, held a smell almost akin to that at Whispering Pines Care Home. Holding her breath for as long as she could to cut out the stench of one too many toilet desperate travellers, mixed with the pungent, artificial floral scent of industrial detergent, Ellie splashed some cool water over her face. Looking at her reflection, she fixed a few wayward strands of auburn hair that had worked free of her latest hairstyle, a retro, yet modern looking bob that came just past her jawline. The sound of the next eager toilet goer rattling the door stole her from a temporary daydream, and after blasting her wet face with the dryer, she joined her father who was now at the front of the queue almost shouting his order over the cacophony of background noise.

      Half an hour later and all full of stomach bloating junk food, (that although plenty tasty at the time had a habit of making you feel like shit after), they were back on the road. Traffic had eased a little and a few miles on they found the cause of the delay. A lorry had shed its load, blocking the road and causing all the traffic to use a slip lane to get around it. Police and recovery had the stricken vehicle upright and hooked to a monstrous looking recovery truck, its orange hazard lights flashing brightly despite the sunlight. Just as they’d reached the small diversion a police officer had re-opened the road fully and waved them past.

      Ellie spent the next two hours of the tedious journey trying to ignore the Peppa Pig theme tune, which was proving to be a real earworm. Even whilst trying to concentrate on the level of Candy Crush that had been proving all but impossible to defeat for the best part of a week, she could still hear it in her head playing over and over.

      Well behind on the time they’d planned to arrive in Trellen, thanks to the traffic mayhem in the New Forest, their father pulled them into the large tourist carpark of The Jamaica Inn. According to the map they were only around twenty miles from The Old Chapel, but with it being almost five PM and dinner time, and with neither of Ellie’s parents wanting to cook with the meagre supplies they’d packed at the family home back in Reading, a stop for a pub meal was unanimously decided upon.

      Henry, brimming with unspent energy, made a clumsy beeline for the wooden play area the moment he’d been released from his booster, almost tripping over his eager feet as he ran pell-mell across the gravel car park, followed at a distance by their mother who kept screaming at him to be careful. The evening sun was still strong and looking down toward the main A30 Ellie could see a heat mirage shimmering in the air, just above the sun-scorched tarmac.

      The well-built timber play area was full of other children, some on swings, some queuing for the slide whilst other less patient and slightly older kids pushed in front of them. A large coach was hauled up in the corner of the car park and it looked as if the pub's museum was enjoying a few last-minute visitors.

      Despite the sunny evening, Ellie was keen to head inside and check the place out. She’d seen the notorious pub on two paranormal shows over the last couple of years and it supposedly held the title of one of the most haunted Inns in the country. One of the shows, filmed a good few years ago by the Haunted Happenings team, the UK’s most renown paranormal show, (yet at the same time the least creditworthy), allegedly turned up a whole host of unexplained phenomenon. From items being thrown at the crew, (conveniently always off camera), to doors shutting on their own. Ellie had half watched the investigation whilst trying to concentrate on some college work and found it almost farcical and far beyond believable. The presenter, a well-known TV celebrity named Chrissy Meadows, seemed to have the ability to lose her shit at the slightest noise. Acted or not Ellie found her borderline annoying at times. The second televised investigation she’d seen had been more recent, filmed earlier that year. The lead investigator was a guy named Mike Cross, in a show called Unexplained UK. Mike Cross wasn't a TV celebrity, according to the show his back-story was police and private investigation. Ellie wasn't sure how much truth there was in that but his small team found no paranormal activity at all, concluding that whilst the ancient Inn was a fascinating building, partly from the fame it drew by being the title of a Daphne du Maurier novel, and partly from the history of smuggling in the area, he could find no evidence of a haunting. Ellie preferred the no-nonsense style of Unexplained UK but if you were after scares against cold hard facts you were better off with the borderline comical antics of Haunted Happenings. One of the Unexplained UK team, an attractive woman called Tara Gibb, or Tig as she was usually called on camera, had supposedly heard a growl in room four. According to local legend it was the most haunted part of the building, but as they’d not managed to record it the event had been discounted.

      The various paranormal investigation shows, all of differing quality and credibility, were one of Ellie’s guilty pleasures and a little personal thing she indulged in a few times a week whilst squirreled away in her room. Her passion for the paranormal stemmed from when she’d been fifteen. The night that her grandmother had passed away in her sleep having finally lost her battel with cancer, Ellie had awoken suddenly in her room, or she thought she had. Truth be told she wasn’t totally sure now if it had been a dream, but it had felt real, very real. Unaware at the time of her death, Ellie had seen her gran at the end of her bed. She’d looked different than normal, as if she was half there. It seemed almost clichéd, but her appearance was what Ellie considered to be holographic, there and yet not there all at the same time. Puzzled, more than afraid, Ellie watched as her gran smiled at her warmly. She’d then felt a sudden chill on her cheek followed by the overwhelming smell of her sweet lavender perfume. It hung in the air for a few brief moments like an invisible mist before the vision and the smell vanished. The next morning before breakfast, Ellie learned of her passing. To be fair she had no idea if she’d been asleep or awake when she’d seen the vision, and she was sure Mike Cross and the Unexplained UK team would debunk it as no more than a dream and a fanciful coincidence, but it had felt real to her, so very real, and Ellie was sure that her gran had stopped in on her to say goodbye.

      In the days and weeks following her passing Ellie had taken a lot of solace from what she’d seen, or thought she’d seen, that night in her room. As if her gran had known she’d needed a little confirmation that she’d passed on to a better place after those months of pain. Maybe her spirit had visited in order to help her cope with what had been the first big family loss in her young life, she didn’t know, but it had sparked her interest in the afterlife.

      Enjoying the day for the first time since leaving home, Ellie followed her father around the side of the building and out onto the front cobbled courtyard. This had been the opening shot for both Haunted Happenings and Unexplained UK, the team leaders filming the opening link at night with the pub lit ominously behind and tendrils of mist from the moors wrapping themselves like long fingers around the building. Reaching the main door, she went inside, smiling at the idea of being stood in the exact bar she’d watched on TV not so long ago. Then and there she decided that this was bound to be the coolest part of the entire trip. From watching the shows, Ellie knew the rooms on the first floor were accessed by a small half-glazed door to the side of the bar. Whilst her father ran an eye over the menu she ventured through and took in the narrow and off-kilter looking stairs, which one of the Haunted Happenings team had allegedly been pushed down, again conveniently off camera. Not wanting to push her luck, as the door had a sign on saying, STRICTLY RESIDENTIAL GUESTS ONLY, Ellie joined her father back at the bar. Much to her annoyance, he took the drinks and menus outside and she was forced to spend most of her time at the Inn perched on a rickety picnic bench in front of the play area, where Hand-Me-Down-Henry had two little girls chasing him relentlessly around the wooden climbing frame. She wasn’t sure just how many times they pursued him around that timber structure but watching the running and shrieking almost made her feel dizzy.

      Following a gut-busting meal of locally made pies with mash, and just about the finest beef gravy Ellie had ever tasted, she stole herself away to the gift shop and purchased a one size too big red hoody. The front was decorated with a skull and crossbones logo, as well as the pub's name. It wasn't the kind of attire she'd wear out, but Ellie knew university life could be hard and there was no way her dorm room was going to be as lusciously heated as the family home was in the depths of winter. The hoody would be perfect for keeping warm on those cold nights. She was hoping to find a onesie, but it appeared that particular fashion faux pas had been missed by the gift shop's head purchaser.

      All too soon Ellie found herself back at the car. Opening the back door, she felt a wall of superheated air hit her, with it was unpleasant smell of uneaten fast food. Stooping down she found half of Henry's Happy Meal burger in the footwell, she tossed it into the car park and helped him into his booster. Like most kids his age he’d not managed to eat the Happy Meal in the time they’d stopped for, choosing instead to run-amok in the small park area, stopping every few minutes for a chip or bite of sorry looking burger that in no way resembled the plump looking fat drenched delicacy portrayed on the menu board.

      Twenty minutes later, as they reached the small Cornish town of Lostwithiel, Ellie watched her mother fish the booking sheets from her bag. “I’d better call the lady who has the key,” she said scanning the papers. “I’m sure Mrs. Reed said to call when we got to Lostwithiel.”

      “Sounds about right,” her father agreed, looking down at the forms in her mother’s lap as they waited at a red traffic light. She found the part of the booking sheet she wanted and punched a number into her aging LG phone. Ellie listened to the one-sided conversation with a lady called Lucinda who apparently had the key and would let them in. After a number of apologies for how late they were, with a brief story of the accident in the New Forest threaded through for good measure the, call ended.

      “She said we should be arriving in around ten minutes from here and that she’ll be there waiting for us.” Her mother turned around in the front seat. “Try to enjoy it, Ells,” she encouraged. “It has a hot tub in one of the bathrooms, we can have a girlie pampering session.”

      “Sounds good,” Ellie smiled, resigned to the fact that fighting it would just make the time until she could get home and start enjoying her last summer before university go all the slower.

      As Lucinda had promised, ten minutes later her father swung the Peugeot into the pea-shingled driveway of The Old Chapel. At the end of the long drive she could see an Essex white, new looking Range Rover parked up. The driver, who she assumed was Lucinda with the key, was stood leaned back against the side of the car, sunning her face in the last of the day’s rays. As they crept up the drive Ellie was surprised to see that Lucinda was a well turned out lady who looked to be in her early forties. She had deep red hair a shade redder than her own, that flowed to her shoulders and a waist and jawline that most women would pay top dollar to a surgeon for. Her clothes looked expensive. She donned smart fitted black trousers with a gold chain belt that looked too formal and hot for the heat of the day, finished with a lace lined white top that plunged at the front to the point of riskiness, the lace theme ran down the front and over the shoulder straps. For some reason, Ellie had assumed that anyone living this far out in the countryside would be driving a beat-up old Defender and looking like they’d just rolled in from milking the cows.

      The moment the car stopped, Hand-Me-Down-Henry was struggling the belt clip of his booster off, eager to get out and explore. Ellie helped him, leaning over to open the door. As soon as it swung open, he was off. Climbing out herself she felt surprisingly impressed by the building. It was big, easily big enough for two or three families to share. Ellie didn’t know how much it had cost to rent but the idea of coming back with a good few friends and having one hell of a party did cross her mind. With the right people and enough booze, it wouldn’t matter a jot that they were miles from anywhere, it might even prove to be a bonus.

      Ellie wasn’t good on periodical architecture, but she knew from what her mother had said that the building was seventeenth century. The old Cornish stone looked clean and bright, juxtaposed against a few newer wooden double-glazed windows, and a couple of more authentic looking stained-glass ones. The roof pitched quite steeply and at the far end an old bell tower stood century over the building. Within the tower a bell was held in place on a long steel pole. The brass of the bell gleamed warmly in the lowering sun. Ellie wondered if it actually worked or if it was just for show, she suspected it was the latter.

      “Harrison family,” smiled Lucinda as she stepped forward and shook Ellie’s dad’s hand softly.

      “That’s us,” he replied, sounding a little flustered, obviously her striking beauty hadn’t been lost on him. Ellie allowed herself a little inward smile and wondered if her mum would give him some shit later for it. She thought she probably would.

      “Here is the key,” Lucinda continued formally, holding out a single silver key on a large plastic fob. “When you guys leave just pop it under the mat,” Lucinda pointed a well-manicured finger at the generic doormat just inside the entrance arch, just in case there was any confusion. “You have my number, there is a landline phone inside, you won’t get a mobile signal out here.”

      Ellie took a cursory look at the S8 which she had clutched in her hand only to be met with the NO SERVICE message.

      “None of the networks have coverage here,” Lucinda confirmed. “They’ve tried to put masts up, sure they have, but this is a close-knit community and so far we have vetoed every effort.” She turned her attention to Henry who was now clinging to his mother’s leg, peeking around it then ducking back when he saw Lucinda had noticed him. “Well aren’t you just a cutie-pie!” She exclaimed, firing him a wink. Henry flushed the crimson red of Lucinda’s hair and ducked behind his mother’s leg again, pulling at her faded denim jeans. “So, you guys have any questions?” she concluded, turning her attention back to her mother.

      “I think it’s all in the pack,” Carol said as she wrestled Henry off her leg. Ellie watched her force a smile and she knew instantly that her father’s moment of fluster had been duly noted. Ellie was pretty good at reading body language and there was a definite defensive stance on her mother’s part.

      “There aren’t any pubs here in Trellen, the nearest decent sized village is Charlestown,” Lucinda continued as if she’d actually been asked. Ellie guessed she was used to the tourist guide patter. “In all, there are twelve original homes that make up the village, the recently converted chapel is number thirteen. There are no shops, no post office, just us yokels.”

      “Have you lived in the village long?” Ellie’s father asked.

      “All my life, all the families here have a long lineage to Trellen. Since Sue and Tom opened The Old Chapel up for business, we have seen the first new faces to stay here for a long time.”

      “Well I hope us holidaymakers don’t impose too much,” her mother said, still sounding a little frosty.

      “Not at all,” Lucinda answered obliviously. “Sure, at first we weren’t too keen, but sometimes change is good. And besides it’s nice to have some fresh blood around, it’s breathed a little life back into the place.” Lucinda paused, taking each of them in, in turn. “I’m holding a little get-together tomorrow, nothing big, just the yokels, a barbeque. Feel free to drop by if the mood takes you.”

      “We’d love to,” Ellie’s father answered before her mother had a chance to interject with an excuse that given a few more seconds she would have no doubt cooked up. “Of course, we can’t stay too late, but we will come for the start, say ‘til eight-ish.”

      “Fantastic,” Lucinda beamed. “My house is next one down, you can’t miss it.” She pointed left. “About a quarter to a half mile that-a way, look for the stone gate posts.”

      “Will there be any other children there?” asked Henry, finding his voice for the first time.

      “Oh, I’m afraid not, sweetie,” Lucinda replied, crouching down to his level. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t have fun.” She gave his messy blonde hair a rub and stood back up, straightening out the fabric of her well fitted black trousers. “I don’t think there is much else you need to know. If you’re after an internet connection, then the router and code are in the hall. We are remote but we have been dragged kicking and screaming into the modern world.” Ellie watched as Lucinda turned her hauntingly green eyes to her and smiled. “Don’t expect fast speeds, though. It’s kinda the end of the line down her, ya know.”

      “You’re telling me,” replied Ellie. She wasn’t sure why but she instantly liked Lucinda, there was something magnetic about her personality. Ellie wasn’t so sure her mother felt the same way, but she knew women had tendencies to be a bit catty, especially when a better-looking model was around. Ellie loved her mum but even she could see that Lucinda, although a similar age, had it knocked out the park in the looks department, whilst her dear old mum was still on the bench, or as her American friend, Zack called them, the bleachers.

      “Well,” Lucinda said, rubbing her hands on her thighs. Ellie caught her father’s eyes wandering momentarily to the risky plunging neckline of Lucinda’s white top where his gaze hung for a split second before looking away. “I best make a move, plans to plan and bits to sort. I look forward to meeting you all again tomorrow, we can have a proper chat then.”

      “Shall we bring anything?” Ellie’s father asked as Lucinda climbed into her Range Rover.

      “Just yourselves,” she beamed. The door closed and Ellie watched as she carried out a tight three-point turn, before spinning her wheels on the shingle drive and disappearing.

      “Why the hell did you agree to that?” Ellie’s mother asked, frowning at her husband. “We don’t know anyone, it’ll be – awkward.”

      “I just thought it was rude to say no,” his face flushed a little and Ellie knew for sure her poor old dad was in for much more shit later when Henry had gone to bed and she’d retired to her room. “Anyway, let’s get in and unpacked, it feels like that car is a part of me,” he added, taking her away from the subject as swiftly as he could.”

      Ellie walked to the back of the Peugeot, lifted her pack out the boot and took a moment to survey her surroundings. The grounds were impeccably finished with small privet hedges and well-tended flower beds. Here and there narrow paths of shingle cut through the lawn. At the edges of the garden the neatly cut grass gave way to dense forest, it bordered The Old Chapel on all sides apart from the front. The building itself actually looked kind of cool, almost gothic. Maybe it won’t be so bad, she thought to herself, now fully accepting that like it or not she was here to stay.

      Ellie hauled the pack onto her shoulder and dragged her cabin-style bag behind her, the wheels jamming in protest at being used on the small stones. Reaching the heavy looking oak doors her father unlocked the left side and pulled it open. Cool air rushed out from inside, carrying with it a cocktail of smells, the old stone mixed with that of fresh paint and recent renovations.

      Ellie followed her dad into the large entrance lobby. Looking up she saw the impressive beamed roof looming over her, some thirty feet above. To her front was an internal balcony, the start of the mezzanine level, and she could make out the backs of grey velour sofas and the top of a large wall mounted TV. That part of the second floor was open plan and could be accessed by stairs on either side of the entrance hall. Shaking a few stones from her wheels Ellie pulled her case further inside. Her feet were soon met by plush deep grey carpet, spanning the hall and running up both stairs. The stone walls were bare, but here and there they were decorated with large paintings or hanging tapestry style works of art.

      “Wow!” Ellie’s mother exclaimed following her in. “This place looks even better in real life.” She joined her husband and slipped her arm around his waist, her momentary anger for accepting Lucinda’s party invite, and glancing at her rather obvious cleavage, gone.

      “What’s that on the floor?” Henry asked, pushing past them. Ellie followed him to the bottom of the left-hand staircase, on the thick carpet laid a large wooden crucifix. Ellie crouched down and picked it up, the thing was heavy, it had to weigh a good two kilos. On the top was a decent sized iron loop and on the wall just above where it’d been laid, was a sturdy looking hook. Ellie was in no doubt that the crucifix belonged on the hook, but she couldn’t for the life of her figure out how it had ended up on the floor.

      “Did it fall?” Henry asked her.

      “I don’t know, kiddo,” she replied, trying to figure out how it had managed to move off the hook. Eventually guessing someone, likely Lucinda, or whoever cleaned the place, had taken it down to dust it then forgotten to hang it again. Ellie lifted the weighty cross into position, where it sat firmly in place with a satisfying clunk.
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