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			Part One

			In Darkness…

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Dr. Oliver Franklyn washed the young woman’s blood off his hands, staining the water vivid scarlet. “The spirit needs a permanent home. The work is almost complete. We followed her direction and all is ready for her.”

			Arabella Marsden lifted the unconscious woman’s chin and let it fall, watching the trickle of blood slick down the side of her head, onto her cheek. She wiped it away with an already gore-sodden cloth. No more followed it. Carol Shaughnessy was quite, quite dead. “You said the spirit would enter her at the point of death and that she would rally. I see no sign of life in this woman.”

			Dr. Franklyn dried his hands and rolled down his sleeves. He lifted the girl’s wrist and felt for her pulse. “Have patience, Arabella. The power we are dealing with has her own way of working. She is the One and the Many and has lived a thousand, ten thousand times. We must be guided by her. We have pledged to serve her.”

			“I’m worried. Ever since we entered into this…arrangement…we have ceded more and more control to her. It was better before.”

			Dr. Franklyn gripped Arabella’s arm. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think it. We were about to be exposed. We would have gone to prison, or even worse. Do you really want to know what it’s like to be hanged? Because I’m damned well certain I don’t. We were on the verge of a breakthrough. Probably the greatest scientific breakthrough of the century. We were about to find the true source of the soul. All our experiments…all the years of work. They would have been for nothing if the spirit hadn’t come, protected us and removed the danger.”

			“But the price—”

			“Is worth paying. I would do it again.”

			Arabella scratched her throat. “I can still feel her inside me. I thought she would have gone over by now.”

			“Give her time. She has been doing this for millennia. Ever since she was cast out and set to roam, in desperate need of a host. She has gone from body to body. This time she will have a permanent home. One who will not age or die. One who will endure, recharging herself every natural lifespan, with no memory of previous years, merely a set of false memories to satisfy the humanity left in her.”

			A flicker caught Arabella’s eye. “It’s working. Look. I saw her finger move and…I can feel her. The spirit of the One and the Many. She’s leaving….”

			She staggered backward with the momentum as the spirit wrenched itself out of her body. She and Dr. Franklyn stared wide-eyed at the charcoal mist, swirling around the still figure of the woman who had been Carol Shaughnessy. It mingled briefly with a silvery light that seemed to draw itself out of the dead woman.

			“Her soul is departing,” Dr. Franklyn whispered. “And now the One and the Many will give life to the corpse.”

			The light spun and ascended. It vanished from sight as the mist cloaked the body in the chair.

			The woman’s head slowly rose from its slumped position. Her fingers flexed. Her skin grew pinker as blood once again flowed through her veins.

			“It is done,” Dr. Franklyn said.

			Arabella nodded and sank down onto a nearby chair. “I was but a temporary vessel and now she has gone, I feel empty.”

			“Be thankful that the spirit has her new home.”

			Arabella nodded. In the chair, the woman’s eyelids flickered and she opened her eyes, showing no recognition, only fear and panic. She squirmed, straining against her bonds.

			“Who are you? Where am I? What are you doing to me?”

			The doctor smiled. “It is as the spirit promised. She has no memory of who she was. We have succeeded.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Her footsteps echoed along the gloomy corridor. An antiquated light flickered overhead, illuminating the peeling walls and dirt-encrusted tiles in brief, almost surreal flashes. Carol Shaughnessy’s breath quickened as her heart rate increased. She glanced nervously around her. How had she come to this place? One minute she was asleep in her bed and the next….

			She had no idea why, only that she must keep walking, keep moving forward. Surely this corridor led somewhere, but her feet merely took her farther and farther into a building she didn’t recognize. A building where she appeared to be the only inhabitant. Meanwhile, the sound of her footsteps seemed to grow louder.

			A door slammed. She stopped. Listened. Somewhere, not too far away, the tapping of shoes on stone. Approaching. Getting louder. She peered into the darkness. Nothing but the flickering light. And then—

			A face rose up out of the gloom. Pressed close. Almost touching her. Penetrating eyes. A woman’s face.

			A face of madness.

			Carol screamed.

			* * *

			She shot out of bed. Every nerve heightened, her breath struggling in short gasps. It hadn’t been real. A nightmare to end all nightmares but that was all. So why couldn’t she stop shaking?

			It’s not happening. It didn’t happen.

			Trembling uncontrollably, she staggered down the freshly carpeted hall to the kitchen. She opened one of the glass-fronted oak cabinets that lined the walls, only to be faced with stacks of gleaming china she would never use; she would be too frightened of chipping a cup. Carol closed the cupboard. The cheap mugs and plates she had brought with her would suffice for her needs. But where had she put them? She had only moved in today and with so few of her own things to unpack, how could she have forgotten? But the luxury of this place overwhelmed her.

			She peered through the glass door of the second cupboard. There, an array of lead crystal glassware glittered and sparkled. That lot would have set her back at least a month’s wages, probably more. The third cupboard, more sparsely filled than the previous two, contained her own tableware. At last! She settled on a chunky tumbler that had cost her a few pence in a charity shop a few weeks earlier and grasped it in both her trembling hands, concentrating on not dropping it.

			Carol half-filled the glass with water, downed it, then topped it up. The cold drink revived her and she took deep breaths, holding each one for five seconds before releasing it. That was supposed to help when you had a panic attack, wasn’t it? Though she couldn’t remember where she had heard that.

			Gradually her heartbeat slowed to normal and she made her way through the double glass doors into the spacious living room. The central heating had gone off a few hours earlier, leaving a distinct chill in the room, so she moved over to the fireplace and lit the gas fire. Not wanting a bright light, she settled for two wall lamps and sat on the edge of the comfortable, and no doubt expensive, settee.

			Such a lovely apartment. Small as it was, it had not only a fully fitted bathroom, but also a smaller one, comprising a toilet, washbowl and shower, accessible through – and designed for the sole use of the occupants of – the master bedroom. A proper ‘en suite bathroom’. Carol had never lived anywhere this fancy and had really fallen on her feet here. Not that she could ever afford to buy anywhere remotely like it or even rent one, except that this arrangement was different. Even if it could only be for a limited time. The owners were in Dubai on a six-month contract. They would return and that would be that. In the meantime all she had to pay was a peppercorn rent in return for maintaining the apartment and all its contents in the perfect condition she had found them.

			Feeling calmer, Carol became more aware of the increasing chill in the room. She set her glass down on a coaster on a small table and retrieved her dressing gown from the bedroom. Wrapping it around her, slippers warming her chilled feet, she settled back and sipped more of the refreshing water.

			Six months would be long enough. Long enough to decide whether she wanted to stay in this town at any rate. If it worked out, she could look for somewhere a bit more permanent. Permanent. Now that was a novel concept. She let her mind wander where it willed. Back to her childhood in one foster home after another, until…. No. Best not to dwell on that bit. Anyway, there were always so many gaps in her memory and sometimes she seemed to remember things she couldn’t possibly. Things that had happened to another version of her, in another time and place. But how was that possible? No. She had a vivid imagination and particularly realistic dreams, nothing more.

			Fast forward to age sixteen. Out in the world on her own and already old enough to know that trusting anyone inevitably led to disappointment, hurt and sadness. She had never forgotten that lesson. In fact, as she sat in this quiet, spotless room with its white walls and expensive furnishings, she realized she couldn’t name one person she did trust. Not after…. There had been a school-friend, many years ago now. Becca had betrayed her, and taunted her for being an orphan with no knowledge of either of her parents.

			No, she was better off on her own. This way no one could get too close. Besides, she was never really alone. Not really. There was always…well, she was always somewhere on the edge of her vision. Just out of sight. Was it her in the dreams? An extension of herself perhaps, or some form of alternative consciousness. Carol smiled to herself. Where on earth had she come up with that load of pretentious-sounding twaddle?

			The figure, entity or whatever it was, never fully showed herself but Carol sensed her as a female. And one firmly attached to her as well. She existed in shadow, or at least most of her did. It had always been that way. Over the years, Carol had imagined her as being an older woman, a sort of fairy godmother, or grandmother. Did having such an ethereal companion make her different or did other people have someone like that? Her school-friend Becca hadn’t – or so she claimed. Confiding her secret to the girl had merely set her off on a new wave of taunts. She could hear the familiar sneering voice in her head.

			You’re crazy. Everyone says so. You’re only called Carol because you were found at Christmas. You haven’t got a name of your own. They had to give one to you. Crazy Carol No Name. Crazy Carol No Name….

			The other kids would pick up the chant. Carol slammed her hands against her ears, trying to block off the noise in her head. Still it came, louder and louder, dragging itself up from the past like some unwelcome specter.

			Crazy Carol No Name

			Crazy Carol No Name

			Crazy Carol—

			A sudden noise. Like plastic snapping. A crackling, like static electricity.

			The shadow flickered at the corner of her eye.

			She was back.

			* * *

			When Carol awoke, she had no recollection of getting back to bed although clearly she must have. It didn’t feel as if she had even slept, but the alarm had woken her.

			Carol showered, dressed, dried her fine, dark blonde hair and put on black trousers and a gray sweater. She would cover this with her tabard when she got to work at the supermarket. This week she was on the checkouts but other times she would serve on the bakery, deli or fish counters, or behind the customer service desk. Carol welcomed the variety. She had worked there a month and her boss seemed happy with her progress. Moving around as much as she had in her life, she had become used to picking things up quickly and getting on with it. In her private, honest moments she recognized she would prefer not to work with food that stared back at her, so the fish counter had become her least favorite.

			As usual, she arrived at work in plenty of time and her line manager, Sarah, greeted her. “Hi, Carol, how’s the new flat?”

			Carol liked her. Not enough to get to know her socially or anything but she found her pleasant, easy to get on with and she didn’t pester her. Carol appreciated that. Being left to get on with it was exactly how she liked to work. She wouldn’t let her boss down. “It’s lovely, thanks.”

			“Waverley Court is a beautiful place to live.”

			“I’m very lucky, but I can only stay there six months.”

			“Enjoy. Make the most of it while you can. You never know, if they’re happy with you, they may let you stay there again if they get another contract abroad.”

			Carol smiled. Stranger things had happened. Mostly to her.

			She hopped up onto the swivel chair and logged in to her till. Within seconds, the first customer was emptying the contents of a trolley onto her conveyor belt.

			“Good morning,” Carol said automatically, remembering to smile.

			“Hello, dear. That’s a happy face to brighten up my day.”

			“Thank you.” Carol scanned item after item, ensuring she placed the items within reach of the customer, an elderly woman of, she gauged, around eighty. This was not a supermarket that attempted to break speed records for scanning and chucking items at the customers. Any such attempt would bring the normally affable Sarah down on her like a pile of smashed concrete.

			The woman paid cash. Carol waited while she fumbled in her bag for her purse and fiddled with the clasp. The queue was lengthening and a few people were shuffling their feet and glaring impatiently at the customer before pointedly examining their watches. The woman saw them and became even more flustered. She thrust the purse at Carol, who made eye contact with her for the first time.

			I know her. I’ve seen her before. Can’t remember where, or when….

			The woman was speaking. “Will you do it please, dear? My arthritis is playing me up today and I can’t seem to open the wretched thing.”

			“Don’t worry,” Carol said, focusing once more on the job in hand. “I’ve got it.” She opened the purse and handed it back to the customer, who dropped it on the floor. Coins scattered and a few people in the queue darted after them, picking them up. Someone muttered something about ‘old biddies’ who ‘shouldn’t be let out on their own’.

			Carol left her position and came around to join the hunt for the scattered cash when Sarah appeared as if from nowhere.

			“It’s okay, Carol. I’ve got this.” She collected the coins from the more helpful customers. The grumbler had joined another queue.

			“Oh dear,” the woman said, tears beginning to spill over her eyelids. “I’m so sorry. How embarrassing.”

			“Don’t worry,” Carol said. “It could happen to anyone.” I wish I could remember where I knew you from. But the woman gave no sign of recognition.

			Sarah pressed Carol’s bell for assistance and summoned more staff to the checkouts.

			“Would you like me to sort the money out for you?” Carol asked.

			The customer looked as if Carol had just offered to save her life. “Oh would you, dear? That’s so kind of you.”

			Carol counted out the cash, making sure the customer could see she was only taking out what she needed to cover the cost of the goods. She was aware of Sarah’s eyes on her and met her gaze. Sarah smiled.

			“Here’s a little for your trouble,” the customer said, handing Carol a five-pound note.

			“Oh no, please, that’s not necessary. I couldn’t possibly….”

			But the woman had already moved away, wheeling her shopping trolley toward the exit. Obviously she couldn’t get out of there fast enough. The customer had given no indication that she recognized Carol so she must have been mistaken. Odd though.

			Sarah touched her arm. “You handled that well. She’ll tell all her friends how helpful you were.”

			“I couldn’t take her money. She didn’t look that well off and, besides, it’s not allowed for staff to accept tips.”

			“Oh you’d be surprised. Sometimes it’s the ones who look the poorest that have the most. How about you put it in the charity collection box?” She indicated a plastic bucket at the end of Carol’s station.

			Carol picked up the note, folded it and shoved it into the slit on top of the bucket.

			“There you go. Cancer Research will benefit from your excellent customer service.”

			Carol returned Sarah’s smile and served her next customer.

			* * *

			The rest of her shift passed uneventfully until it came time to hang her tabard up in her locker and walk the short distance home. With no plans for the evening, as usual, Carol settled in front of the television. A soap opera that had been running far longer than Carol’s twenty-eight years on the planet droned on, its characters mixed up in increasingly bizarre plots that bore little, if any, relation to real life. It seemed every time she switched on, the pub in it had changed hands. Their solicitors appeared to have a passport to fast track every kind of property law for each of their supposedly impoverished clients. Impoverished! That was a laugh. Most of them had plenty of spare cash. They were always skipping off on foreign holidays or going out for meals in the local fancy bistro two or three times a week.

			Her patience exhausted, Carol switched channels. A quiz show. The questions so absurdly simple as to make, “Who wrote Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony?” look intellectual.

			She switched channels again. A rom-com. Half an hour later, Carol had figured out the entire last hour of it, including the impossibly beautiful couple reuniting again after a series of predictable traumas. The credits would roll while they sat together, watching the setting sun on a Caribbean beach. The End.

			Carol yawned and switched off the television. Lack of sleep last night was catching up on her. Maybe an early night. She made to stand up.

			Out of nowhere, the familiar shadow flitted across the edge of her sight.

			This time, she almost saw her face.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Shadows flickered in the bedroom. Where the fitted wardrobes should have been, a whitewashed wall had appeared, with a painted dark stripe running lengthwise halfway down it.

			Carol sat up in bed, hunched, knees under her chin, staring at the impossible sight. Shadows moved within shadows. Moonlight filtered through the curtains, but there were no trees or shrubs outside tall enough to cast such shapes. Besides, where had the furniture gone?

			Silence.

			Only the sound of Carol’s own breathing punctured the heavy atmosphere.

			She wasn’t asleep. The shadows had momentarily unnerved her, but she had come to bed and almost immediately dropped off. Something had woken her, and now this….

			Carol reached for the lamp, her hands trembling. If she put it on, what would she see? Only one way to find out. She held her breath and pressed the switch.

			The bulb flashed once and then out.

			Damn it.

			Now she would have to get out of bed, go to the far wall by the door that she couldn’t even see anymore, and switch on the main light.

			Sweat broke out on her palms. She rubbed them on the duvet cover.

			Still the shadows swirled. Carol could make out figures. Women, dressed in Victorian clothes. Or could that be a trick of the light? Like sitting in front of an open fire and seeing angels dancing in the flames. Her imagination was playing tricks on her, making her brain create impossible images.

			An urgent sensation in her bladder. She needed the bathroom and would have to get up. Taking a deep breath, she thrust the duvet aside. Her feet found her slippers, she dashed across the room, and clicked on the light switch.

			The room flooded with the glow from a dozen halogen bulbs implanted in the ceiling, almost like fairy lights but far brighter.

			There were the fitted wardrobes, and the door, slightly ajar. Strange she couldn’t see it from the bed. Even in the gloom, with only pale moonlight, she should have been able to make it out. She reminded herself this was only her second night in this apartment and she had yet to become entirely familiar with all its aspects.

			Carol made her way to the en suite bathroom and used the toilet. As she switched off the light a sudden movement distracted her. The scurrying, yet indistinct, figure she had seen countless times all her life. Strangely familiar and always tantalizingly close, yet out of reach. But it had never hurt her before, so why should it now?

			She crossed the hall and went into the kitchen. Rummaging under the sink, she found a small box of bulbs. Most were only suitable for the overhead lights in the living room, bedrooms and hall but she finally located one to fit the bedside lamp, returned to her room – and stopped dead in her tracks.

			The lights were off.

			Had she switched them off and forgotten? Carol tentatively touched the switch and applied the slightest pressure. Once again, light flooded the room. No shadows. Nowhere for anything to hide. She realized she had been holding her breath and exhaled, moved swiftly over to the bedside table and changed the bulb, dropping the dead one into the wastebasket beside the bed. When she pressed the switch this time, it worked. By now though, Carol was wide awake.

			A mug of tea would be comforting. She returned to the kitchen and poured cold water into the kettle. A few minutes later, she carried her tea into the living room and stood by the glass doors that led out onto the driveway sweeping up from the main road. Dawn was on the horizon. Pink-tinged clouds and a pale, reluctant sun cast a faint, grayish light across the grounds of Waverley Court, where a patch of well-maintained and nurtured grass nudged up against a neatly trimmed hedge. Beyond that, another patch of grass – slightly less well maintained – led onto a car park belonging to the Royal and Waverley Hospital. Beyond that sprawling building stood the Gothic red brick of the university with its impressive, ornate clock tower. The agent had told her that, back in Victorian times, the whole area had comprised a couple of upmarket streets built in the eighteenth century, the hospital adjoining the old workhouse and asylum, and a large cemetery.

			Carol checked her watch. Quarter past six. No point going back to bed. She would have to be up in less than an hour anyway. Might as well start now.

			She took her mug back to the kitchen and rinsed it before making her way to the en suite for her shower. Her thoughts occupied, she wasn’t prepared for the sight that greeted her in the bedroom.

			All the wardrobe doors were open and her clothes strewn across the floor. Carol stood and stared, not believing her eyes.

			“Who’s there?” she called, at the same time terrified someone might answer.

			Nothing.

			From the en suite came the unmistakable sound of running water. She dashed in to find the shower at full pelt, already filling the room with steam. But it couldn’t do that. For one thing, the flat wasn’t cold enough. The shower was thermostatically controlled at a constant temperature and the central heating had come on. Somehow, the thermostat had been changed, and quite dramatically at that.

			Carol reached into the shower, careful to avoid the scalding cascade. She turned it off and leaned back against the sink for a moment, trying to calm herself and steady her racing heartbeat. As she returned to the bedroom, a sudden sharp pain shot through her abdomen and she doubled over, gripping the bed for support.

			The pain subsided and stopped as fast as it had started. Carol concentrated on breathing steadily before she dared straighten up. When she did, she felt a presence behind her, a split second before she toppled over onto the floor.

			Someone had pushed her. Shoved her in the small of her back. A vicious, deliberate act, but she could see no one.

			Carol curled into a fetal position, scared to move off the floor.

			Footsteps. She could feel someone walking around on the soft pile of the carpet.

			Please don’t hurt me. Please….

			They seemed to be moving closer toward her.

			Go away. Just go…away….

			She caught her breath. The footsteps had stopped. She could smell tobacco. And spearmint.

			Something stirred in her memory.

			She looked out of her eyes as a child. Barely thirteen and newly fostered for the fourth time. She remembered the family. It wasn’t that the Sinclairs were bad people. They were unlucky. Unlucky to have a vile son like Jonah. She could hear his whiny voice now, feel his hot breath on her cheek, smell the mix of illicit tobacco and the spearmint chewing gum meant to conceal his smoking habit from his parents.

			“Come on, Carol. You know you want it. Little slut like you. You want it so bad.”

			“Get away from me. I’ll tell your parents.”

			But all that had achieved was to anger him. “What do you think they’ll do, bitch? Do you think they’ll believe you over their own son? Their own blue-eyed, perfect son?”

			His laugh was as cruel as his actions. He tore her dress, ripped her knickers and forced himself inside her. It had hurt. Hurt worse than anything. Anything…until that sudden pain a few minutes ago.

			Jonah had been right. His parents hadn’t believed her and it had only made things worse. They turned against her and she heard them whispering when they thought she couldn’t hear.

			“There’s bad blood there…a bad influence on Jonah…we need to send her back….”

			He raped her again and again over the next month. Carol kept quiet. She didn’t even scream or struggle anymore when he violated her. She just wept silent tears as she mopped herself up, cleaning his disgusting semen off and out of her body. She winced when she lowered herself gently into the hot bath water, watching the thin trail of blood turn the water a pale pink.

			Carol had run away from that foster home and pleaded not to be sent anywhere else. She refused to tell them why. And they had asked her. Time and again they had tried to get her to talk. Maybe they guessed. But she wouldn’t – couldn’t – tell them about Jonah. If she did she knew he would find a way to get at her, harm her. Maybe even worse…. He had said so.

			They kept her in the Children’s Home until she was sixteen – the only place she felt safe. The only place she had ever felt safe.

			Tears flowed as she lay alone on the bedroom floor in the beautiful surroundings of Waverley Court. Why could she never rid herself of her past, and why did it always feel as if it had happened to someone else? Someone else who shared her body, mind and memories, but chose to hide in the shadows. And Jonah? What had happened to him?

			A series of flashing images rushed through her brain. A cold, rain-swept night and a damp, dirty cellar. In her raised hand, a carving knife dripped blood. Jonah’s terrified face as he cowered on the filthy floor. A rat crawled over his feet and scurried away into a dark corner.

			“Don’t…don’t….” His voice a whimper. A stupid, childish whimper, while anger raged within her.

			“Too late,” she had heard herself say before she brought the knife down again, again, again, obliterating his face until not even his own mother would recognize him. Slicing, chopping, scything out revenge for the pain and misery he had caused her. Strength she knew came from elsewhere drove her on. Pleasure overrode all other emotions. Blood. So much blood.

			And then it was over. She was free of him at last.

			Her mind jolted her back to the present. Had it really happened? Had she killed Jonah? She had no memory of getting out of that cellar. Surely she would have been covered in his blood – and worse. The police would have caught her. She racked her brains but could find nothing to draw on. So it was just a dream then. Out there, somewhere, he still lived and breathed, so she must keep one step ahead. But those images felt so real.

			Tears wet against her cheeks, she opened her eyes and slowly sat up. Her clothes still lay around her but she was alone. Using the bed to steady herself, she stood. Her legs wobbled and she half-staggered to the bathroom.

			She checked the shower. It was set for the correct temperature so whatever had altered it hadn’t meant to harm her, merely to scare the life out of her. Well, they had certainly succeeded in doing that. Carol slipped off her nightshirt and stepped into the cubicle, closing the glass door behind her.

			* * *

			“Your eyes are ever so red, Carol. Haven’t you been sleeping?” Sarah’s concerned look almost reduced Carol to tears again. She fought to control her voice.

			“I had a bad night. Just a silly nightmare, but a really vivid one. I’ll be all right.” Sarah nodded, smiled and moved on.

			Carol’s work day began. Nothing eventful. One customer insisted on holding up her line while he ranted about the price of apples. Carol said, “yes” and “no”, and hoped they were in the right places. Eventually the bombastic pensioner caught the frustrated glares of the other customers and shuffled off, still grumbling.

			“Honestly, some people.” A young mother with talon-like acrylic nails piled disposable diapers, pizzas and an assortment of tins of spaghetti hoops, baked beans and macaroni cheese onto the conveyor. “As if it’s your fault.”

			Carol smiled at her. “It takes all sorts, I suppose.”

			“Yes, I suppose.” The woman pushed back her bright blonde hair, enhanced with obvious extensions. The tot in the child’s seat of the trolley gurgled and dropped a small plush toy rabbit on the floor. Her mother retrieved it, her fluorescent-pink nails flashing. “Here you are, Ariana.” She handed the toy back to the child, who instantly started chewing its ear. “No, don’t do that. It’s been on the floor.” The child ignored her and carried on gnawing.

			With some difficulty, the woman extracted notes from her purse. Carol watched her and wondered how she could do anything with those nails in the way.

			Carol handed over the customer’s change, placing it in the palm of her hand so she wouldn’t have to struggle to pick it up. Was it really worth all the effort? The woman smiled with her Botoxed lips and blinked her false eyelashes. She would be attractive if it wasn’t for all the work she had had done.

			“Thanks. Have a good day.” The customer wheeled the child and her shopping away, teetering on six-inch heels. For the first time, the child caught Carol’s eye, screwed her eyes up, opened her mouth and bawled. The woman quickened her step, nearly tripping over in the process.

			“She’ll do herself a mischief in them shoes,” the next customer said.

			Carol smiled. Her thoughts exactly.

			* * *

			At the end of her shift, Carol could barely keep her eyes open. Lack of sleep, and crying, had made them sting as if she had bathed them in salt water. At least tomorrow was her day off. It didn’t matter what time she got up. But the thought of returning to the flat suddenly didn’t seem as appealing as it had before the events of the early morning. The first thing she would have to do was tidy all her clothes away. As she inserted her key in the door, she prayed she wasn’t coming home to anything worse than a messy bedroom.

			She breathed a sigh of relief at the peaceful warmth that greeted her and made her way to the kitchen, where she extracted a pizza from her carrier bag and placed it on the draining board.

			In the bedroom, the mess she had left behind awaited her and she spent the next few minutes folding, and hanging up her clothes. There weren’t too many. Carol had never had much spare cash or been particularly interested in fashion and she rarely wore makeup. Most of her clothes were practical and comfortable.

			Picking up her last sweater, she discovered an old leather-bound book she couldn’t remember seeing before. Yet there it was, lying in plain sight on the floor. Before her clothes had ended up all over the place, she would have been bound to see it, surely, so where had it come from? She flicked through the yellowing pages. Some sort of diary. Maybe it belonged to the people who owned this flat? It certainly wasn’t hers so she had no business reading it.

			She closed it and tucked it in the drawer with her sweaters.

			When she had finished sorting out her room, she switched on the oven to warm up ready for the pizza, which she later ate while watching the television news. Political infighting, a corruption scandal. Job losses. Enough to send anyone into a depression. She switched off the television and finished her meal.

			After she washed up, she put her phone on charge and booted up her tablet. Her email provided the usual junk and she had long since deleted her Facebook account. What was the point when she didn’t have any friends to connect with? Maybe that thought should have made her sad or lonely but it didn’t.

			A scratching noise disturbed her introspective thoughts. It came from the double glass doors that led outside.

			Carol felt a twinge of apprehension but she mustn’t give in to it. She forced herself to stand and pace steadily to the other side of the room. The reflection of the light inside made it almost impossible to see anything outside in the dark. Maybe it had been a cat. Pets weren’t allowed in the complex but that wouldn’t stop a determined feline from ambling across the grounds.

			On impulse, she unlocked the doors and opened them. Outside, the concrete felt cold through the thin soles of her slippers. Security lights illuminated the driveway. No sign of anyone – human or animal. A slight breeze rustled the leaves of some nearby shrubs. It had turned into a fine, chilly night and Carol felt the urge to stroll around the grounds. She hadn’t done so since she arrived and it was a fascinating place, given its history, even if the present building only dated from around twenty years earlier.

			She retreated into the warmth of the living room, locked the double doors and removed her slippers, reminding herself she must wash the soles or risk staining the oatmeal carpet. For now though, she left them on the kitchen floor and grabbed her coat and shoes from the hall cupboard.

			After locking her front door behind her, she tucked the key safely into her coat pocket, ready to explore her surroundings.

			She pulled open the communal front entrance door and stepped out. Skirting around a couple of neat flower beds where no weed would dare to make an appearance, she followed the line of security lights under an archway, hearing nothing but the echo of her footsteps. A large wall plaque drew her attention, but the surrounding murkiness made it impossible to read. She reached for the phone in her pocket and switched on the flashlight.

			Waverley Workhouse and Asylum. For the benefit of the poor and the feeble of mind. This foundation stone was laid by Alderman Grover Warren, May 18th 1859.

			A rush of cold air ruffled her hair and she tucked a stray strand behind her ear before switching off the flash.

			So this was the older part of the complex. Where she now lived had been bombed to destruction during World War Two and subsequently rebuilt twice since, but this red brick Gothic edifice, which also housed luxury dwellings, had somehow escaped the attention of the Luftwaffe. Restoration at the same time the newer apartments were built had been carried out with some sensitivity and at least a nod to the architectural Gothic revival opulence of the nineteenth century.

			Carol continued her walk, emerging from the archway, seeing no one. The eerie silence seemed to her as if it was waiting for something to disturb it. Nothing did.

			Circumnavigating the quadrangle, within which shrubs, a Japanese-style water garden and wooden bridge had been constructed, Carol felt an inner peace mount inside her. This would be a truly lovely place to settle down, not that she would ever be able to do so. Once her six months were up she would be off to some measly one-bedroom flat above a backstreet convenience store or fast food outlet. Even then she would probably have to fork out more than she currently did.

			So much for inner peace.

			Carol pushed the unwelcome thoughts out of her mind. Arriving back at the archway, she retraced her steps through it, but as she entered, everything changed. She changed.

			In a second, she was looking at the world through someone else’s eyes. Except…. It was her, but not as she was now.

			She rubbed her eyes, trying to focus, and failing. Everything around her undulated and lost substance, stretching, contracting as if time itself was bending. The light grew brighter, then faded. She almost lost her balance and grabbed the wall for support. At first it seemed to resist her attempts to grasp it. She felt the cool bricks beneath her fingers and then she didn’t. It had all changed. Now she felt fabric. She was inside a building and clutching floor-length, dark blue velvet drapes and seeing the room through a mist. Old-fashioned, heavy Victorian furniture surrounded her. Dark wood. Mahogany perhaps.

			Someone rushed toward her. A tall, dark-haired man. Yelling, angry and out of control.

			“I’ll teach you your place, woman. You will obey me. Do you hear? You will obey me.”

			The heavy blow sent Carol reeling. Her jaw screamed pain. She fell to her knees.

			“You will never defy me again. Ever. You are my wife and you will do as I say. Only as I say.”

			Another blow set her ears ringing. She tasted blood, spat it out, and the world buzzed in her ears, turning everything black.

			She could only have been out for seconds. When she came to, she had somehow returned to the archway where the strangeness had all begun. She struggled to her feet, feeling her jaw. It ached a little, but surely not as it would have done if she really had been attacked as badly as she thought.

			Carol shook her head in an attempt to clear out the fuzziness and unreality. What the hell had just happened?

			She made her way back to the apartment, stopping for a while to stare over at the lights of the Royal and Waverley Hospital.

			Into her mind flashed an image. Rows of iron beds lined up against the walls, neatly spaced and each with an archaic overhead lamp. Women in Victorian nurses’ uniforms. Others dressed in drab brown, much-mended dresses, sleeves rolled up to their elbows, scrubbing the floor with brushes they dipped regularly in galvanized buckets of hot water. Carol felt the strongest urge to get down on her hands and knees and join them, almost as if she belonged there.

			The image flashed off as quickly as it had come into her mind and the familiar figures sped across her peripheral vision.

			Carol returned to her apartment and locked the door behind her.

			In the kitchen, she reached into one of the wall cupboards and took out a bottle of Scotch, which had been on special offer at the supermarket this week. She poured a large swig into a glass, topped up with ice and Coke and gulped it down, grateful for the rush it gave her.

			She poured another and took it into the living room. It wasn’t even nine o’clock but tiredness engulfed her. Lack of sleep had a lot to answer for. Maybe that’s why she had experienced that weird hallucination under the archway.

			Another scratching at the double doors. Carol stood and went over. The drapes were still drawn open. She made to pull them shut but something caught her eye. Something that shouldn’t have been there. A piece of white paper, partially snagged on a small, thorny bush outside.

			She unlocked and opened the double doors and peered down at the shrub. The sheet of paper didn’t look like a piece of rubbish. It had been neatly folded and positioned as if it had been deliberately spiked onto the small bush. Lifting it off, she took care not to tear it. In her hand, it seemed old and appeared slightly foxed. Carol went back inside and locked the doors, before returning to the settee, where she unfolded her prize.

			Lines of a poem, written in copperplate script:

			In darkness, shadows breathe

			Though the earth be still, with graves,

			The mourning yearn for solace

			And the dead shall hear their cry,

			Sending spirits on winged flight,

			To comfort and console,

			But one among them bides behind,

			Her soul of ebony and granite,

			The fires of life long since quenched,

			Replaced with voids of emptiness.

			In darkness, shadows breathe

			And death their only reward.

			(Lydia Warren Carmody, 1856-1891)

			That name. Warren. The same as the alderman who had laid the foundation stone. Coincidence? Maybe, but somehow Carol couldn’t bring herself to believe so.

			More scratching noises. Carol put the sheet of paper aside and returned to the doors.

			And screamed.

			Pressed against the glass was a young girl whose ghostly white face and huge eyes stared at her, mouth partially open, hands also pressed, palms flat, against the panes.

			Carol shook uncontrollably and backed away but couldn’t tear her gaze away from the terrifying sight. The girl wore a white, ankle-length shift. Her irises shone black and huge in the strange light. Her expression took the form of a silent scream, until her mouth gradually closed.

			Her lips moved. You’re next…. The girl stepped back into the shadows and vanished.

			Carol yanked the curtains shut and retreated to the settee. She lay, curled into a ball, fist in her mouth to keep her from screaming. She couldn’t have seen that. It must have been some trick of the light or a hallucination. Sleep deprivation could do that. But it had only been a couple of nights….

			Sleep. She must sleep. She forced her eyes shut, breathed deeply until her exhausted mind let go and she drifted off.

			* * *

			When she awoke, morning sunlight streamed through the chinks in the hastily drawn curtains. Carol rose, stiff and sore from the settee. It seemed she had barely moved an inch all night.

			In the daylight, her nocturnal experiences paled and became unimportant, a product of a befuddled brain. That’s all it was.

			She wandered into the bathroom and drew herself a deep, hot bath, lacing it with a generous amount of bubble bath. Steam coated the mirror and Carol sank into the welcoming suds.

			When she emerged ten minutes later, she wrapped herself in a big, fluffy white towel also generously provided by the owners. Luxury. She could take any amount of this. Carol felt pampered for once, not a sensation she had ever been accustomed to.

			Drying her hair with another towel, she glanced at the mirror and froze. Condensation dripped from spidery letters, written in an old-fashioned hand.

			You’re next.

			Her heart pounded. She raced out into the bedroom and quickly dressed in the same trousers and sweater she had worn yesterday. When she dared return to the bathroom, the steam had cleared. The mirror was clean. No words remained – if they had even been there in the first place.

			Carol grabbed her tablet and sat at the small bistro table in the dining area of the kitchen. She searched for ‘Royal and Waverley Hospital’ and was rewarded by a whole plethora of NHS-related sites. She must narrow it down to the history of the place and her part of it in particular.

			Searching for ‘Waverley Workhouse history’ proved a little more fruitful. Here she discovered photographs of the original workhouse, the asylum and of the old hospital itself. She even found a layout of how the massive complex had looked late in the nineteenth century.

			She was able to pinpoint fairly accurately, or so it seemed, the location of her apartment. It had most certainly been built on the site of the hospital. She altered her search to try and locate Alderman Grover Warren. Surely not a common combination of names. She found a couple of obtuse references and a newspaper report of the laying of the foundation stone. No photographs.

			Deciding on a cup of coffee, she stood and immediately bent double, clinging on to the table as an agonizing pain knifed through her belly exactly as before. She concentrated on breathing, calm, steadying breaths, as the pain gradually subsided.

			It passed and she sat down again, praying it didn’t return. There was nothing for it. If this happened again, she would have to go to the doctor. Pain like this couldn’t be normal. She had never suffered badly with menstrual cramps and in any case her period wasn’t due for another week or so. Furthermore, the pain seemed to have traveled. It had moved more to the right rather than centered and it seemed higher up her abdomen.

			The intercom buzzed.

			Carol made her way carefully out into the hall, peered at the screen and picked up the receiver. She could see no one. Maybe they were standing in the wrong place, out of shot.

			“Hello?” she called.

			The face filled the screen.

			With a yell, Carol jumped back.

			The girl from last night had returned.
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