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PROLOGUE

	'If you stand too close and find yourself in its shadow, you'll feel its breath on your neck.'

	The words caught me off guard. I looked up, unclenched my jaw, stared blankly back, and clicked my pen.

	A man well in his eighties stood so close I could feel his laboured breath. I smiled and glanced back down at the pen.

	'It inhales all your goodness, you know. It steals every ounce of hope. Take that freezing air as a warning, boy,' he nodded slowly. 'It shows no mercy.'

	Bending closer, he placed a hand on the table while gripping a well-worn carrier bag that rustled as he shifted his walking stick to the crook of his arm.

	I could no longer ignore him, so I leaned back in my chair and gave him my full attention.

	'That eye sees it all. It knows.' He then straightened.

	This was rural Suffolk, and I knew all the tales the villagers of Raynham told.

	'Of course,' he added abruptly, glancing at the growing queue behind him, 'who would be so stupid to visit such a cursed place.' 

	I finished signing his book, closing it as Hardacre Priory stared at us from the cover. 'Who indeed,' I replied. 

	†

	To fully understand the present, you must delve into history's depths and unravel its layers. Otherwise, there may be no future. 

	Hardacre Priory is the decaying, festering centre of its surroundings, hidden in the Suffolk countryside. But it has not always been so. Once a 12th-century Augustinian Priory, it had been a holy, sacred place serving the people of Raynham with faith and the bountiful harvest of the grounds on which it sat. 

	However, in an icy March in 1537, the Priory and all its surrounding lands were surrendered to King Henry VIII during the great dissolution.

	Raynham Priory was one of over six hundred monastic houses to be dissolved by the crown, brought about by the Pope's refusal to divorce the King from his first wife, Catherine of Aragon. The monasteries were a powerful reminder of the Catholic Church's control; they also owned over a quarter of England's valuable cultivated land.

	Soon after, in 1539, once most of the Priory had been demolished, its valuable stone was reused in the village of Raynham, leaving only the impressive gatehouse intact. This was gifted to Lord Samuel Hardacre, a loyal friend and particular favourite of the King.

	So was born, Hardacre Priory.

	Lord Samuel Hardacre, a widower with two children, was loyal to the crown and Henry's Reformation. He governed his lands with fairness and compassion. He spent his last decade asserting his legacy by extending the gatehouse, building a principal residence that was host to the royal court, a favoured place for the King's hunting parties.

	Following the King's death in 1547 and the short reign of his young son Edward VI, Henry's eldest daughter, Mary, took the throne in 1553. Mary Tudor was the daughter of Henry's first wife, Catherine, a devout Catholic. Later known as Bloody Mary, her reign was unpopular after her vigorous attempt to reverse the English Reformation, restoring England's faith to Rome's govern. Noblemen like Hardacre, who had acquired lands during the Reformation, became enemies of the crown.

	During this tumultuous period, Lord Samuel curbed his time at court, nurturing his lands and family and carefully guarding his protestant faith in private quarters.

	After Mary died in 1558, Elizabeth, Henry's youngest daughter to his second wife, Anne Boleyn, ascended the throne. Queen Elizabeth began her campaign to return England to her father's Protestant religion. 

	Meanwhile, back in rural Suffolk, upon the death of Lord Samuel in 1560, the Priory passed to his only son, Lord Edward, while Edward's older sister, Anne, continued her prominent position at court as Lady in Waiting to the new Queen.

	Edward's faith had never been questioned, governing the same as his father and the new Protestant monarch. However, his young wife, Lady Agnes, was Catholic. Her devout, if not repressed, faith would create a conflict within the boundary of Hardacre and unwittingly cultivate the seed that lay in wait.

	This evil had no concern for man's religious quarrel, giving no preference to Rome's Catholicism or England's new church. What had been impeded by the unwavering faith of the Augustinian friars had awakened. The Priory had gained more than just a new household and title; it had acquired a new resident that had lain dormant, one at odds with the faith of all men.

	However, on that fateful March morning in 1537, when the Priory had been signed over to the King, a young friar, Brother Nicholas, was entrusted with the holy relic of St Augustine. Moments before the King's men descended the Priory grounds, the sacred relic, the Saint's forefinger, was prized from the altar, splintering the wood and fracturing the sanctified place. Still encased in its resin, it was tightly bound in leather. This holy artefact was then sealed with the wax matrix, and in doing so, stirred the foundations, dissolving the faith and protection against evil. Brother Nicholas was assigned custodian of the holy artefact: a station to last that life and the next. 

	Many a legend lies woven within the history of Hardacre Priory. The long family tree is riddled with suffering and misery, each generation foretelling the misfortunes of the next. Most of these Hardacre trials parade the faults and follies of man, calamities generated by their greed, lust, or superstition. 

	Generations of Raynham villagers have their own stories, tales passed from father to son, mother to daughter, with several families tracing their lineage back to those who served the Hardacre's within the Priory walls.

	You would be forgiven for thinking these descendants hold the Priory in kind regard, some esteem for its rich history. However, you would be wrong. If you were to ask one of these locals, you would be faced with a definitive no. No one ever goes near if they can help, leaving you with this thought.

	Not all who enter will leave.

	Not all who live there live at all.

	Death is not an ending.

	 

	I lifted my fingers from the keys, absorbed in the last line I had typed—Death is not an ending. 

	That statement would never have been so close to home a few months ago. Death certainly did not mean finality within the realms of my family tree.

	I had faced ghosts all my life, most obviously being my grandmother, Lady Hardacre. And that was where it started. Finding ourselves, two young boys at Hardacre Priory after the death of our father, had marked the beginning of the end, especially for our mother. After losing her and my twin that awful night in 1979, life was never the same.

	I had spent forty years living an oblivious, isolated life in Whitby. But I had a successful writing career, even if I was blissfully ignorant that ghosts from my past were ever present, even if they had been so evident in my books.

	Yet, all that ended with one phone call from the solicitor Nick Fisk. I would never return to Yorkshire. Suffolk dragged me back. I was the last Hardacre, the revenant, and all Hardacres returned to the Priory; the place was full of them all lost within the walls. It was the curse that had blighted generations of my family, and it had to end with me. 

	Now, with the truth of my history, remembering that fatal night, replacing the holy relic into the altar and restoring peace, only one question flooded me.

	Where was my brother?
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ONE

	I stirred in that place we hover before sleep overwhelms us. I knew what followed and frantically held on to my waking thoughts. But as the moon glinted through the leaded window, sleep devoured them with hungry jaws.

	I faltered. Reluctance was a sharp tang in my mouth. The soles of my shoes fused to the worn stone tread underfoot. I turned, looking back at the dozens of steps I had climbed, then up to the ones I still had to mount.

	Whitby had been bright not ten minutes before, the sky a rich blue that reached the calm sea. Except now, the skies were fierce and threatening. Above, the silhouetted gravestones bordering the churchyard were all that were visible. They were close; I could make it. But I was restricted, bolted to the spot. Trapped.

	I was almost at the top. Why did I let anxiety burrow? This was not the first time the old fear ensnared me. But we won. We defeated it.

	With one last pathetic attempt to move, my foot found the next step onto the deep, stone-paved area with a wooden bench. Fatigued, I hauled myself over to sit. These steps, all 199, should not cause me this much grief. Breath burned my chest as if swallowing ice, so I laid my head in my hands, pressing the heel of my palms to my eye sockets. 

	Where was everyone, the hordes of tourists, the locals?

	I raised my head to the steely fog that loitered around in silence. I was alone as if the whole of Whitby had vanished, abandoning me. I was akin to this feeling. It was fear. My childhood had been shaped by it, deeply carved in the image of those emotions. Night terrors had always crept in under the sheets as dusk fell. 

	I pressed my hands on either side of the wooden bench and breathed. Deep, lung-filling breaths swelled my chest. With my eyes closed, I concentrated—In. Out. In. Out.

	'Elliot.'

	The word was faint, but there was no mistaking it. My eyes flashed open to find only the dense fog.

	'Hello?' I answered, small and faint. The voice that left me was the boy I had been. 'Hello?'

	My hands returned to the bench. I winced. Beneath me were not the weathered wooden slats. This was a smooth, polished surface. It began to chill. Trying to stand, I fell back, my shoulders hitting something solid. I raised my hands, feeling behind my head as I was pushed back hard.

	I recognised every carved inch where I sat. The damned oak chair from my childhood. It had always lain in wait at the top of the first staircase. As a boy, I would slither past with my back pressed against the balustrade, my eyes forever set in case it moved. I knew little of its history, its reason for being sat as if discarded and never retrieved. But it had made its home there. All Hardacres would pass it, note it, and do their best to avoid the blasted thing every morning and night. No one sat there. It had been a resting place for only the uninvited resident of Hardacre Priory.

	The polished oak seat froze under me, around me, owning me, making me part of the chair. 

	'You are such clever boys. Remember, two are more than one. One be bound, the other lonesome.'

	 

	My body jerked awake to a black room. I settled down, turning on my side and folding my arm over my head.

	Sleep swept in quickly, and the next I knew, I was in my old bedroom, staring out the window under the eaves to the rocky beach. I still wore my school jumper with the embroidered badge and chewed, threadbare cuffs. 

	My hand flew to the back of my neck to catch the goosebumps before they engulfed me.

	They were there again, standing behind me.

	I turned towards the mirror that hung with its blind reflection of the steel sky and ran my young fingers over the round carved frame, each plump acorn and defined oak leaf. I saw him. The boy I had once been, frightened, alone, and forgotten.

	Taking two small steps closer, I reached forward. Hesitantly, spurred by a curiosity I had never genuinely owned in my boyhood, I grabbed the mirror with both hands while staring at my face, as pale and white as my hair. I raised the mirror off the hook and warily turned it over.

	Goosebumps rushed over me. On the other side was another mirror, equally as age-worn and foxed, scarred black where the silver had worn. I tried to concentrate on the frame, afraid to gaze directly at my reflection. Temptation too great, my eyes flitted to the glass. Inside, the image shifted, splintered, and swirled like a turbulent memory in tones of grey and black with bright flashes of blinding white—the storm.

	I tried to look away; each flash of white returned me to that night. The storm raged in a silent vision of my nightmare.

	Gradually, the surface cleared. The reflection was not of me, my little attic bedroom where I stood, or the cloudless grey sky through the window behind. However, it was a place I recognised. 

	There. Someone was hiding just out of sight, hovering on the other side of the frame as if standing outside a doorway, waiting to come in.

	'Who's there?' I whispered.

	The presence shifted, casting a shadow in the mirror, elongated and fractured by the long passageway of doors and framed paintings.

	They ran. Their anguish stoked mine, the urgency in their shadow that lengthened grey and ghostly on the walls. 

	I tilted the mirror to tip them into view, eager to look around the frame, to peer through the glass into that other place. They paused. Their reflection contorted as the view through the mirror rotated. Slowly, it turned, passing over panelled door and wall, gilt-framed paintings, and round until I no longer saw the passageway but the figure holding the mirror.

	Looking back at me was a boy—another me.

	 

	I flinched and stared fretfully at the ceiling, flitting from one oak beam to another, eager to rid my mind of guilt. 

	In all the time that small oak mirror had hung in my Whitby bedroom, all the years I had shared my room with it, I had never lifted the frame from the wall. I had never seen the other side, or the boy in the mirror who looked just like me. My brother. He had been there, behind me, beside me, with me every day, in that room and everywhere I went—the phantom at my back—part of me, my twin brother, the true Oliver Hardacre.

	Reaching for the small notebook and pen I kept by my bed, I sat up. The morning was breaking through the dark. I strode to the window as I flicked for a clean page. 

	These dreams had become more frequent, more urgent—and vital. The memory of my brother was ever-present. Guilt saw to that.

	There was another element to these nightmares pressing down on my subconscious. I could not grasp what or who it was.

	My pen hovered over the page.

	I wrote the word, lost. 

	 

	
TWO

	The halls and passageways of Hardacre Priory that once housed lifetimes and generations of pain had been freed of the curse, or at least the root of it. Uniting the holy relic of Saint Augustine to its rightful place on the altar had restored faith to the Priory's lands, reinforcing its hold, casting out what had wreaked havoc with its pestilence for centuries. 

	However, it was hard to erase the pain; it remained in memories embedded into the very structure of the walls and floors.

	Still, it was over. We had seen to it. We played our part: my grandmother, Nick, Josie and Mrs Scarfe. If not for her, I might have died with my mother and brother that night.

	Still, no matter how I rationalised the end of it all, it was much harder to face the truth. Despite knowing I was Elliot, I still considered myself Oliver and referred to myself as such. We were, in fact, one, my twin and I, the boys of Winter.

	The moment I passed through the great door that fateful day with Nick, it was clear that I would never return to Whitby. Even if we had lifted whatever curse lay beneath, it still had its hold. The last Hardacre heir had returned. I was the revenant. There could be no other; it would end with me. That was the Hardacre torment, not the evil that has governed it. Every Hardacre returned to the Priory, one way or another.

	I had encountered ghosts, those from the other side, many times; that was clear. Being so close to death, I had been an open door, a channel for the spirits to communicate. And they had sought me out. My books were evidence of this, shelves full of haunted locations, histories, and fiction. Though here, as abundant with generations of Hardacres as it was, I roamed the rooms of the Priory to find no one. I often wondered if they were still there in some other existence. Perhaps rootless, drifting in their misery, stuck in their timelines and pain as before, unable to cross into another. 

	I doubt my mother had any true notion of what living at the Priory rightly meant. Or my father, for that matter. He had fled under cover of love when they met. I often thought it was a conscious flee to omit himself from the inevitable curse, only to bring it down onto my mother years later. He had not escaped. Death had tugged him back to Hardacre. And he had been by my side that night in the storm.

	Surely, we were all here somehow, even if I could not find them.

	In the night hours, a distorted image of my twin would appear, sitting on the stone windowsill, tracing his small finger over the leading. I would blink, only to find the vision evaporate into the dark as I fully awoke. He was always the same small boy I now remember. He had never made it to manhood; that fact hit hard. It was my fault. No matter how I evaluated, examined, and replayed that night repeatedly in my head, I still carried the blame. His vision was no more than my deep guilt. I had worn that guilt like armour my whole life.

	Time in the Priory was regulated by a different clock. It passed, I slept, I awoke, I drank coffee, and I spent what I imagined were hours reading.

	Nevertheless, the days were the same, one long perpetual slice of my life, with the weather sunny and bright, an endless summer. And as I think, the night did not fall; I would find myself in bed, waking from the inevitable nightmare, then rising to dress and retrace my steps.

	I could not have been here long; that day was still fresh in my mind: the friars, the relic, and Josie. I thought about her often.

	On my first waking morning here, I walked the grounds. Maybe to reassure me that this was now all mine. I was the last. Not another would have to suffer. The thought of Josie carried my feet to the boundary lane and the entrance to the village road. The whole journey down to the crossroads had been a subconscious one, my feet leading me there as if Josie herself was calling. 

	Standing in the shadow of what remained of the oak tree should have sent shivers. Instead, I was removed, an onlooker, isolated from the curse it had once harboured. At that moment, I was just the narrator of my story. However, despite the tranquillity and summer's vivid pallet that had swept the once austere lands of Hardacre, a vital part of the story had been left unfinished. Josie.

	That autumn of 1979, we had never been friends. Back then, there had been something about her that made my teeth grind. Now, I understand those emotions. It was not her that I despised; it was the Priory. Even then, and probably subconsciously, she reminded me of everything we had lost—children with no fathers.

	She may not be a Hardacre, but she was connected to this place. She has played her part in my story, and her scars are as raw and gaping.

	Josie had seen to what remained of the oak. After that autumn night, the storm had left it no more than a twisted mass, a disfigurement on the landscape. I had watched it go. I did not approach the road or go anywhere near it this time. I went no further than the gravel and stood with my back to the house, knowing its blind staring eye would be noting it too. 

	I saw Josie instructing the tree surgeon and his small team with their chainsaws and trucks parked along the village road. Her organised manner was evident even from that distance, standing firm as the chainsaws roared into life, pointing and sweeping her arms in gesture. Josie saw them off when they finished with the charred remains, now in huge chunks loaded on the trucks. They had even ripped the twisted roots from the earth, leaving nothing of the oak tree behind.

	Josie had been thorough.

	She stood there, her arms wrapped tightly around her body, watching with a cautious eye. The guilt hit me like a thunderbolt. She had been through so much and suffered just as I had, yet there she was, living with no more answers than she had started with before I returned. 

	I raised my hand, a smile lifting my lips. I wanted to say something, to call out. One foot before her, Josie hovered momentarily, about to stride up the long drive towards me. Then, she simply turned and left. 

	For the next few mornings, I stood on the worn stone step gazing down towards the empty landscape. The tree's absence brought a mix of emotions. The oak had played the backdrop to my nightmares, the cause of so much pain and terror, the place of my mother's murder. However, had it been the cause or just the vessel, the weak point where the evil had broken through?

	On the fourth morning, I summoned the courage to walk down the driveway. Being so near to civilisation engulfed me with memories of Nick, or brother Nicholas as he turned out to be. After a few minutes of anxiety skittering down my back, I reached the bare patch of rough earth, a barren, sparse scar. Stepping a little closer, I kicked a small remnant of a root and a fragment of a splintered branch. I had to stop myself from reaching down to lift a scrap of oak. It would hold no power now nor help heal the pain. I ordered myself to leave it where it was, shoving my hands deep inside my jeans pockets.

	I strode closer to the boundary, to the overgrown drive, where the main village road turned off. Not once in all the time, when I had walked the grounds, had it occurred to me to leave the Priory. The idea of strolling to the pub and right up to the bar to see Josie's face had never entered my blinkered thoughts. And now I was here with my feet on the Hardacre border. It hit me with such a blatant prospect.

	I could not move.

	With an irrational panic, I turned to leave. I had to get back inside the Priory.

	As I spun, I stumbled, and my hand hit something solid. The sudden jolt sent a jarring pain up to my elbow. I rubbed my arm and flexed my numb fingers when I saw the cause. Its peculiarity had me trying to blink it away, much like expelling the impossible. There was a newly varnished wooden post with a metal box bolted to the top.

	Steadying myself carefully, hoping I did not imagine it, I ran my hand over the only modern object I had seen for what seemed like an eternity. Glistening in the sunshine shone a slick black mailbox at the entrance to the old gravel drive.

	I rubbed my arm and winced at the pain as I paced around the mailbox, inspecting its absurdity. How? Who? Though I knew very well the answer to the latter.

	With a faint but very possible glimmer of hope, I pulled on the lipped handle. It opened to reveal a small cream envelope. On the front, in blue ink, the word hello.

	It is such a mundane thing. It struck me how ordinarily this would not have been anything of such significance. But there I was, a man out of time, grasping a lifeline to the outside world.

	It took a great deal of courage to open it. The panic that I would blink to find it vanish, a mere figment of my imagination, conjured by hope and longing, had the envelope shaking in my hands. I peeled it open with a deep breath, then pulled out the folded paper.

	 

	Dear Oliver,

	Or should I call you Elliot now?

	I really hope this works. I can't imagine or even dare to think that you are gone. I was there that day, and knowing that place, you must be there. So, I'm hopeful.

	I'm not sure where to start.

	Did you ever see that movie? I can't think what it's called, the one with two characters in different times, and somehow a mailbox was their connection. Bloody hell, this sounds stupid now, but if you're not there, you will never know how ridiculous I feel, so I've nothing to lose.

	Anyway, how are you?

	Mum would send her love, but I haven't told her about this, she would think I'm crazy.

	We talk about you often. She's been reading all your books again, over and over. I think she is trying to find something. I don't know what, maybe a clue to everything, something we missed. She won't say. But I think it's about my father.

	She's angry at me for coming near the Priory, but I had to remove the oak tree. I could not bear to think of you looking at it after everything it stands for.

	Anyway, I hope you are okay. I'm sending you all my best wishes, Josie x

	 

	I closed the note, pressing it deep into my back pocket. 

	Reading Josie's words had caused a shift in the air.

	I had existed in a calmness inside those walls, perhaps assuming and accepting my death. Now, with my feet teetering on the boundary, the atmosphere was different. Real. Josie was out there, and she knew I was still here.

	Maybe I was not dead. 

	Turning back to the Priory, anxiety, or something akin to it, struck hard in my chest. With each new step, I was adrift, as if I had lost my lifeline, and no matter how I scrambled to grasp it, it was fading like the certainty I had become accustomed to. I stopped fast. The lifeline had vanished entirely. With my hands cupped to my eyes, I gazed over the horizon, from east to west, focusing on the hazy point where the sky met land.

	The Priory had disappeared.

	I paced several steps backwards to counter the hill's brow and looked about my feet. It was here that Josie had stood; had she seen nothing? There was nothing to see. The whole of Hardacre was a lost landscape of thick grey fog, the Priory itself not just obscured by it but consumed. It did not exist.

	My steps back along the gravel drive were slow and measured, my concentration fixed on the horizon before me, watching, gauging—though still nothing. No sight of the tall chimneys and vast expanse of stone walls. It was not until I stood on the drive where my mother had parked the green Hillman all those years ago that the mist gradually dispersed—parting as a great retreating wave, allowing the bright sun to illuminate the view. Crunching stones echoed in my ears, rebounding in my skull as each stone of the Priory solidified before my eyes, just as the old ruins had done that day with Nick.

	As the vast sight of it gradually formed.

	I flexed my fingers and rubbed my sweaty palms down my jeans. It was then a small hand pressed into mine. I clasped it as he gripped mine tighter.

	My thoughts instantly went to my brother, but it was not my twin. This tiny, vulnerable hand belonged to another, much the same size we had been that autumn of '79.

	I fused my eyes to the grey stone edifice in front, unable to look down at the small figure beside me. I squeezed his hand a little tighter. The boy said nothing, just slid his fingers from my grasp, and as he left, he slipped a small object in their place—an acorn.

	 

	
THREE

	I lost hours rolling that acorn around my palm. It felt familiar.

	Naturally, everything in the Priory was linked—the beams and rafters, the floors and doors, the carved chair, and the round mirror I had clutched so desperately that night I left for Yorkshire.

	Oak.

	My childhood memories and all my nightmares played to a scene of that oak tree.

	It had been a boundary marker to the estate for as long as history divulged. However, the true roots of its nature were still unclear. That ancient evil had been ever-present beneath Hardacre grounds, so why use the tree? Was it, in fact, the crossroads where it had stood?

	For centuries, folklore and legends had chronicled the significance of crossroads, either in the burial of executed criminals or suicide victims. Subsequently, they were denied burial on sacred grounds. The thought was that the soul would not be able to return, not knowing which path to take, forever existing in perpetual confusion. Crossroads were also known for hanging trees. Has the oak been used in centuries past to carry out local justice? I had never found evidence, although hangings could leave a potent mark with dark and desperate emotions embedded in the bark. I have seen accounts suggesting this in other locations.

	This idea lingered a little longer in the forefront of my mind. Still, even that did not stick. These were flimsy reasonings behind centuries of turmoil and havoc that had plagued Hardacre Priory.

	There was something amiss. 

	I repeatedly lifted my pen from the page until the evening sun peered through the leaded panes. I gathered my thoughts and the notebook from the settee beside me. I had been comfortable by the fireplace, absentmindedly gazing up at the crossed swords above it. They had intrigued me when I first arrived here. I was, after all, a young boy with a mind for adventure. They also reminded me of my brother. This place, this little spot on the settee with the lumpy cushion, held a kind of security. Looking back, we were still swamped with the grief of losing our father; being here heightened every emotion we had, surging them into a whirlwind. The Priory had fed on us.

	However, the atmosphere within these stone walls was no longer threatening. The place was at peace once again. Though, after the morning's venture down to the road, the barren scar left by the tree surgeon, and finding the mailbox, that precise calmness now carried a sense of uncertainty. 

	Pausing at the window, looking beyond the gravel to the grounds, I thought of Josie and her letter. She was out there thinking of me. That there was an out there sent a rush up my spine. What I needed to know was what to do about it.

	I wandered back through the hallway towards the library; once in, I closed the door. It was a senseless act; I was alone. The need to be shut away was strong. The air in my lungs froze as I leaned back against the door, clutching my head.

	A memory flooded in on a tide of anxiety. I was a child again, crouched in a ball. The tight space around me was dark, solid, and thick, with a dense, numbing silence. Then, as suddenly as it came, it was gone. It was not an event I remembered. It was not my memory.

	Rubbing my palms over my neck, I settled down at the desk that once belonged to my grandmother. It faced the glass doors out onto the farthest grounds beyond Hardacre, to the ruins of the true Priory. Despite the horrific nature of what had happened of late, one thing was sure: I no longer lived in the dark. Alone, but not in ignorance. No matter how much it had saved me as a child, recalling my family was now a blessing.

	My grandmother, Lady Hardacre, had been dead for decades when we met. The Priory at its most devious, I supposed, as not once had that fact been apparent to my young self. Nor that her servants, Lizzie or Dawson, had lived centuries before. They were simply there serving as they had done so in life. It had not been until the acknowledgement swept in with the frost that day with Brother Nicholas and the mist cleared that I discerned the truth.

	My attention jerked back as my pen rolled off the desk and fell to the floor. Automatically, I spun around, scanning the room. My eyes flew to the wall, the patch of wallpaper, the enormous shape, brighter, crisper than the rest of the room. It was a scar left by absence. Once, before my time, something had hung there, and the void appeared more evident than I had ever noticed. An unsettled feeling marched up my spine, lifting the hairs on the back of my neck.

	I leaned down and picked up my pen while my eyes remained on the wall. The room was still. There was nothing to see; nevertheless, my attention was fixed. This was ridiculous. It was gone. Evil had left Hardacre.

	I pulled my eyes away, closing them to alleviate the odd sensation of being watched. I placed my pen atop one of the stacks of paper; it lay there like a statement, ending the unease.

	In those early days, writing had been my salvation.

	It was all I knew to do, the only way to continue, a way to soothe my soul and end those years of guilt. If that were possible.

	And now, with Josie and her letter, I had a connection. I also had an agent back home. The damned book she had been bugging me to write for years, the Hardacre history, was finally done. Whether my agent or anyone else would believe the story was unimportant. It was a novel about Hardacre Priory, the holy grail of haunted locations.

	Finishing my story should have marked an end and neatly tied all those loose ends. Closure, that's what it's called. That I could have closure may have been optimistic or stupid; I had lost everyone. 

	The late afternoon light crept across the room, casting shadows over the wallpaper. I pulled the acorn from my pocket, placed it beside my pen and watched the sun warm its shell. As the rays softened with the day's closing hours and the room's tone changed, so did the acorn. It had been green when it pressed into my palm, young and fresh. As the day found my feet tracing the boards before the drawing room fire, the acorn had developed to a rich, nutty brown, warm in my hand. And now, as the last afternoon light glinted, it was darker still. I lifted it, rotating it between my thumb and forefinger. It was now black. 

	I tossed the acorn to the desk, throwing it across the surface. I watched as it came to rest next to the telephone.

	It was then that it occurred to me. I had assumed my death that first morning I awoke here, instantly recognising my life was over. However, as I stared at the old telephone with its round dial, my hand reached out to lift the handset. I could call out.

	I swiftly withdrew as dread gripped my chest, pulling my hand back to clutch at my throat. It was fear. Fear of a conclusion. Perhaps I was happier not knowing. There was one thing I could do, and thanks to Josie, there was a way.

	The manuscript was finished.

	I removed the last page from my typewriter and separated the duplicate pages. I had two copies, and I had a mailbox. I quickly addressed a large brown envelope to my agent, enclosing a handwritten note. It was short, to the point, nothing unusual in that. I added The Great Oak, Josie's pub, as my return address. Any questions—and she would have loads—she could get me there. It was a complete lie. 

	I sealed the envelope flap and looked at the second pile of paper. This one was for Josie. She was part of this story; she had the right to read it before another soul on this earth; she had to know what I did.

	I hesitated, pen in hand. I should explain; there was so much I wanted to say, yet each time I tried to arrange the words, they all fell flat. So, I simply wrote: To Josie. 

	Dusk crept in. The sunset had painted the sky with a rich pallet of deep amethyst tones. I stepped into the evening and spotted a lone crow circling above me. I gave it a surreptitious glance and slight nod, then strode across the gravel with the air balmy about my shoulders and a strange faith in my heart, keeping my feet on track.

	It seemed an age since I experienced such emotion; the closer I got to the boundary, the stronger it became. As I have said, my time had been spent writing and absorbed in my task. I gave myself no time to comprehend the situation, and as quickly as the understanding had come, the mailbox arrived. 

	As I reached the crossroads, the mailbox glinted in the evening's violet, almost in acknowledgement. I had nothing to lose. I pulled on the metal flap and slid both envelopes inside, closing it again before reasoning changed my mind. I turned on my heels and merely marched back to the Priory, my eyes fixed on the gravel.

	The crow cawed in the distance, what appeared miles above, guiding me home. I did not look up. I had no desire to feel adrift in the intense grey fog that hid Hardacre. 

	†

	Early morning shadows traced the yellow kitchen walls. With a large mug of coffee in hand, I sat, staring out of the tall stone window. It had been happening more often. I had no memory of waking or dressing, only when coffee touched my tongue.

	Numbingly cold, I hugged my mug. I instantly thought of Vera. Those mornings when I was incapable of much more than a quick grunt in reply to her greeting, she would ruffle my unruly white hair and say: You'll be okay once the sun melts the ice. She had been right. It would take a while before my thoughts thawed until the chill in my bones melted. Vera had been the only soul who understood. Her empathy came with the odd glance or a well-chosen
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