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PROLOGUE

AT FIRST, ROBBIE stayed by the glow of the candles, caught in their light like a fish in a bowl.

The candles were tall and thick, coated in runnels of white wax that spilled over the sconces, which were screwed into bare stone walls. They were quite unlike the ones on Robbie’s last birthday cake; there had been twelve of those, blue and glittery. The light these cast seemed old, much older than the neat little electric lights at home, or the night-light by the side of his bed in the shape of a Minecraft creeper. This light belonged down here. Down in the tunnel.

He sat with his knees drawn up to his chest and his arms wrapped tightly around his legs. Beyond the candlelight, there was the wall opposite – more large grey stones, like every illustration of a castle Robbie had ever seen – and to either side there was a thick and syrupy darkness that sometimes had noises in it. Robbie sat there for hours, the cold seeping through the thin white shift he wore, turning his legs and his bottom numb. When he had first woken up in this place, he had shouted and cried and even slapped his hands against the wall, until his throat had started to hurt, and still no one had come for him. The noises got louder, though.

Eventually, he stood up shakily, a swarm of pins and needles flowing up through his feet right up to his rump. He shivered and wiped his face on his forearm.

‘Is anyone there? I don’t know what I’m doing here.’

There was no answer, but a sudden gust of air barrelled down the tunnel towards him, pushing his lank hair back from his face and playing with the candle flames. They flickered and stretched, close to being blown out, and Robbie realised that he could be stuck here in this tunnel in the dark.

‘Help! Please!’ He tiptoed towards the very edge of the circle of light and stopped there, the toes of his bare feet not quite touching the darkness. ‘Is anyone there? I’m … I’m sorry.’

He didn’t know what he was sorry for, but this had to be a punishment. Like the punishments in the old days that his teachers always spoke of so fondly: canings, beatings, going to bed without any dinner. Someone would come for him eventually. They couldn’t just leave him down here. It wasn’t allowed. Other questions nipped at his heels, but he avoided them, knowing they were questions too dangerous to look at in the dark.

Why didn’t he remember how he got here? Who had dressed him in this weird white dress? Where were Jill and Stewart, his foster parents?

Eventually, hunger got him to leave the candlelight behind. His stomach had gone from a grumble to a howl, and it made it difficult to think of anything else. Besides, perhaps the punishment was also a test. Perhaps they were expecting him to figure this out himself, and once he passed the test, they’d let him out, back up into the daylight. Whatever the answer was, he was sure it wasn’t going to be found here, sitting underneath these strange old candles. Taking a deep breath, he stepped beyond the circle of light, heading towards the place from which the gust of wind had come.

With each step the candlelight dwindled, darkness seeping around his feet like a dangerous riptide. Soon it felt like he was walking into a darkness so deep it was a solid thing, so he thrust out one hand and touched his fingers to the wall, scuffing his fingertips over its rough-hewn surface. Every now and then, he would call out again, mainly because he couldn’t bear the silence, or the distant noises that sometimes broke it apart.

‘Hello? Is anyone there? I need help.’

At that moment, his stomach growled so loudly that it made him jump, and then, as he was laughing shakily at his own foolishness, the ground under his feet vanished and he dropped sickeningly, arms flailing, only to hit the stone floor a moment later.

He lay where he fell for a few minutes, crying with pain and shock. Eventually, he realised that here the darkness was not so solid, and he could see a little better. Further up the tunnel, there was another set of candles, and their thin buttery light just about reached him. The small set of steps that he’d fallen down from was a couple of feet away, and on the edge of one step was a dark dash of blood where he’d bashed his knee. Slowly, Robbie uncurled himself and got back on his feet, wiping one grimy arm across his face again.

‘Bloody … stupid steps.’ He hiccuped, then his stomach growled again. He limped up the tunnel, his knees throbbing, heading towards the next set of candles, when he saw that there was something sitting on the floor beneath the candles, something shockingly red and wet and glistening. He approached cautiously, but once he got into the warm circle of light, he realised he knew what it was; it was one of the weird fruits that Jill sometimes picked up from the Turkish Food Centre. She seemed to like to find things that he hadn’t seen before, which was, Robbie had to admit, not exactly difficult. In his old home, they had considered bananas exotic enough. This was a pomegranate, cut in half so that the crimson jewel-like seeds were spilling out. His stomach roared at the sight of it. He’d picked it up and had his fingers wedged into the partitions before it occurred to him that it was weird to find a pomegranate here, that someone had to have placed it underneath the candles, and recently too.

He held up a rough handful of juicy seeds, his fingers already stained pink, and looked out into the dark again.

‘Is anyone there? Hello?’

There was a distant sigh, the wind moving down the corridor again, and then … nothing.

A tiny voice in his head, some half-remembered ancient instinct, was telling him that the food was dangerous, that it was a trap. Too good to be true, it whispered, this voice from the bad old days. Eat this and you’ ll never be allowed to leave.

But the voice was crushed beneath Robbie’s persistent hunger. He sat down under the candles and ate the first handful of seeds, his mouth filling with their sweet, tart juice. He crunched the tiny, gritty pips between his teeth. As he was popping more of the seeds out of the pomegranate, he noticed that he hadn’t grazed his knees after all; in fact, he hadn’t broken his skin anywhere, but his white shift was smeared with blood, big wet patches of it, as though he’d rolled around in it, or fallen into a puddle.

He looked up, seeking out the steps where he’d seen the smudge of blood, and that was when he saw the shadowy shape moving in the dark, coming towards him. It reached out its hand, and Robbie screamed.



 
CHAPTER

1

‘IS THE NAME John important to anyone here?’

Ashley Whitelam let her gaze flicker out across the audience. It was one of the smaller nights at the working men’s club, only around sixty punters or thereabouts, so it didn’t take long. She saw a handful of faces brighten, eyebrows raising, hands clutching handbags. Ashley felt as though she really could read their minds: Does she mean my John? Surely not my own John? Thanks to her brother Aidan’s quiet voice in her ear, she already knew who she was looking for.

‘Now, what I get when John is coming through is a sense of tightness here.’ Ashley pressed one hand to her chest, her eyes half closed. She wasn’t focused directly on the audience, but she could see hands rising hesitantly into the air. ‘This John, perhaps he had problems with his heart, or his lungs, later in life. John, who are you coming through for?’

Aidan’s voice came through in her earpiece. ‘Green scarf in the third row.’

Ashley let her head nod forward slightly, her long silvery-blond hair falling over her shoulders like a length of silk. She pictured in her mind how the audience saw her: a thin, frail figure, pale skin and hair, half a ghost herself. She was wearing one of the blouses her mother insisted on – cream with slightly puffy shoulders, buttoned up to the neck – with a pair of stonewashed jeans and a sober pair of white flats on her feet. Altogether, it gave the impression of someone only half of this world, a faded apparition, a soul in transit, a half-developed photograph. Only her eyes were dark, surrounded by expertly applied eyeliner and kohl pencil. Ashley insisted on the eye makeup; she wanted the punters drawn to her eyes so they could look into them and believe they were not being lied to. Her mother said she looked like God’s own angel, but then, she would say that.

Ashley moved down the left side of the stage until she was facing the woman in the green scarf, whose hand hung in the air, trembling slightly.

‘It’s you, my love, isn’t it?’ she said to the woman in the third row. She was older, in her sixties, and her face was pinched around the eyes and mouth. There was sagging skin on her neck and arms, and apart from her green scarf, the rest of her outfit was black. There was a gold wedding band on her ring finger. He’s gone recently, thought Ashley. And it was a shock to her. Not her dad then, that wouldn’t have been so surprising at her age, but her husband. The woman was nodding, her eyes already moist.

‘What’s your name, my love?’

‘Sandra.’ At first, her voice came out as a squeak, and she cleared her throat. ‘Sandra. John was my husband.’

Ashley smiled and nodded. It was always nice when they volunteered information, although it took some of the fun out of it.

‘John is here with me, Sandra. He’s looking out for you from the spirit world. He says he’s sorry to have left you with so much to deal with, but he knows you can handle it.’ Everyone always had a lot to deal with when someone passed away unexpectedly, so this was a relatively safe guess. ‘He had a problem with his chest, is that right?’

Sandra nodded tearfully. ‘His heart.’

‘That’s right, my love, his heart. And he’s sorry that he didn’t go to the doctor when you told him to, okay? John says he’s very sorry about that. Does that make sense to you, Sandra?’ This was another safe bet: men were always ignoring advice from their wives, especially when it came to doing something they didn’t want to do.

Sandra wrestled a hankie from her bag and dabbed it under her eyes. She let out a slightly strangled yes.

Aidan’s voice murmured again, and Ashley resisted the temptation to touch a finger to her ear. The new earpieces were expensive and nearly impossible to spot if you wore your hair long over your ears, like she did, but they also tickled slightly whenever her brother spoke.

‘Three kids according to her Facebook page,’ said Aidan. ‘Two boys, and a girl. Eldest son built like a brick shit house.’

‘John says – and he’s right here with me, Sandra, standing on this stage – John says that he’s proud of your boys and his special girl. Does that make sense to you, Sandra?’ Men always doted on their daughters. An image of her own father wandered into Ashley’s mind, and she fought against a grimace. ‘He was the stoic type, your John, never liked to make a fuss, but they do say still rivers run deep – he knew when to relax and have a laugh too, didn’t he?’ Sandra nodded into her hankie, and Ashley smiled warmly. These kinds of contradictory statements always went down well. Everyone wanted to believe that they or their loved ones were strong and resilient as well as the life of the party. ‘He wants you to know, Sandra, that he’s doing well in the spirit world, and that he’s here with … It’s faint, much fainter, but there’s another older man here who’s keeping John company. I can’t quite make him out … Who could that be, Sandra?’

‘My brother?’ Sandra looked a little less weepy. ‘My brother, Stan, he died … oh, eight years ago now.’

‘That’s right, it’s Stanley. John wants you to know that he has Stan with him and they’re having a fine time.’

‘Because they didn’t really get on, not when they was alive.’ Sandra sounded uncertain now. ‘John always said Stan was a flash git.’

‘They want you to know they’ve put all that behind them now,’ Ashley said smoothly, still smiling. ‘Thank you, Sandra. John and Stan are fading now, and someone else is coming forward.’

In her ear, Aidan was laughing quietly. Ashley moved away up the stage again, her head bowed slightly, and an expectant hush settled over the audience. In many ways, this was her favourite bit of the show. All eyes were on her, and for a while, the silence was all hers. No one would dare to break it, in case it shattered the spell – except Aidan.

‘Next one up is a real shit show.’

Ashley raised her head and looked towards the back of the room, a carefully cultivated faraway expression on her face.

‘The spirit that is with me now is someone who left us very young, when she’d barely even started in the world.’ Ashley held out one of her hands at waist height, as though she were about to take the hand of a child. A murmur of something – pain, excitement – moved through the audience. ‘Every loss is a source of great agony for those of us left on the mortal plane, but this girl’s passing was especially hard.’

Several people in the audience were tearful at this point. Ashley let the moment hang suspended in the air while Aidan whispered his next packet of info.

‘This one was easy to find; the poor woman has a memorial website set up. The kid was Marian Brooks – the mum is Jackie. Second row from the back, hair the colour of a bus, big gold cross. Can’t miss her.’

Ashley let her eyes wander to the back two rows. And there Jackie was. She even had a small soft toy clutched on her lap, a pale-pink bunny rabbit. Oh, this is too easy, thought Ashley.

‘The spirit – she only knows you as Mum, of course – but I’m getting a J name. Jenny? Jacqueline?’ The red-haired woman jumped as though she’d been pinched. ‘No, Jackie. Everyone calls you Jackie.’ Ashley settled her gaze on the woman with the rabbit. ‘Isn’t that right, Jackie love?’

The woman leaned forward, and one of the bar people skittered down the row with the microphone.

‘Is she all right? Is my little girl in heaven?’

Ashley nodded, still smiling, but inside it felt like her heart was contracting around a long sliver of ice. These were the hard ones, when the subject was a child, when the bereavement was still very fresh. When the parent was still carrying around some beloved toy, as though that kept some tiny link between them alive. It was the desperation that Ashley found hard to take. She could tell this woman anything, any tiny scrap of information, and she’d take it and hold it as close as she was holding that bunny.

‘What are you doing?’ Aidan hissed in her ear. ‘You’re losing them.’

‘Jackie, my love, your little girl is in the spirit world, and for her, it’s all playtimes and ice cream, I promise. She’s with the angels now. You’ll forgive me, but she had quite an old-fashioned name, didn’t she? Was she named after someone?’

Jackie’s eyebrows disappeared under her post-box red fringe. ‘Yes! My mother. We named her after my mum, and she died long before she was born. Marian, her name was Marian. But we … we called her Marie.’

If she loved the old woman enough to name a child after her, Ashley thought it likely she’d be happy to know that little Marie had company in heaven.

‘That’s right, and Marie wants you to know that she’s happy in the spirit world. She gets to spend all her sunny days with the granny she never knew. Does that make sense to you, Jackie?’

The woman squeezed the toy bunny with her fingers and nodded rapidly. There were no wedding rings on her fingers, and the extreme dye job suggested she was beginning to pick the pieces of her life back up again. She had come alone, no husband and no teary-eyed friends to hold her hand. There had been a marriage, probably, and it hadn’t survived the tragedy of Marie’s death. Except you never used the D word, not in this place.

‘Jackie, it’s been so hard on you, all of this, and Marie says – she’s very insistent about this – that you will find love in your life again. Does that make sense to you? She wants you to be happy.’

‘That’s laying it on a bit thick, don’t you think?’ Aidan’s voice almost sounded bored, but Ashley knew better than that. He loved when she couldn’t answer back. ‘Fortune-telling is on Wednesdays.’

And that was the moment everything went to shit. Technically, it was Aidan’s job to properly vet the audience list, but usually Ashley would give it the once-over herself too. Not today though; she had been too hungover from a night propping up an anonymous hotel bar. Which meant she couldn’t entirely blame him when a very familiar figure stood up in the back row.

‘That’s not what you told our Joe!’

David Wagner was in his late sixties, with an old-fashioned, faintly sinister haircut and broad shoulders. Despite his grey hair and the lines at the corner of his mouth, the hands with which he grabbed the back of the seat in front of him were large and strong, and Ashley felt her stomach drop at the sight of him. Quickly, she sought out the bar staff, who had been warned about people potentially getting out of hand. She dropped them a quick nod, and they began making their way towards him. In her ear, Aidan was swearing.

‘Please bear with us a moment,’ Ashley said smoothly, smiling warmly at the rest of the audience, who were looking a little put out.

‘What about our Joe?’ Wagner was shouting. He’d clearly seen the staff approaching his aisle from either side, but that had never stopped him before. Ashley knew from experience that Wagner would still be shouting the odds as they dragged him through the fire exit. ‘Where was his “you will find love in your life again”, aye? My boy was grieving, and you stuck the knife in and twisted it! You’re a monster, a vulture – all of you people are the same.’ Wagner’s face had gone pink, his eyes bulging slightly from their sockets. ‘Preying on grieving people! You should be ashamed.’

Two of the bar staff had reached Wagner by that point. Taking his arms, they began to try to shift him back down the row of seats. Ashley could see from their lips that they were talking to him, trying to calm him down perhaps. She could have told them it wasn’t worth the effort. Eventually, they got him into the aisle, and at that point he seemed to go slack, energy spooling out of him as they pulled him towards the back of the room. Ashley wondered if his little campaign against her was running out of steam – every time he snuck into an audience or turned up in the queue at a trade fair, he looked a little thinner, a little frailer.

‘I’m sorry about that.’ She turned back to the audience, beaming. ‘What we do here, connecting you with your loved ones in the spirit world, can be very hard for people to take. It’s a brave thing, facing your grief and looking for answers.’ Confused and angry faces softened, and she saw people glancing at each other, small smiles on their lips. People liked to be told they were brave and special. ‘Now, let’s get back to it. I’ve lots more spirits here waiting to come through.’



 
CHAPTER

2

THE GREEN ROOM at the working men’s club was clearly a space usually used to store things. Ashley sat by the mirror, her eyes wandering over the cardboard boxes, some labelled things like spring fete, others open to display various wares, like old plastic takeaway cartons or even, in one box covered in peeling Sellotape, a collection of felt cowboy hats and plastic silver pistols. From beyond the closed door, she could hear her father having a heated argument with one of the bar staff. She picked up the empty glass on the dressing table and wiped a smudge of her pale pink lipstick away with the pad of her thumb. The door opened and Aidan came in carrying a fresh glass of what she very much hoped was vodka. For a second, the sound of their dad’s raised voice was much louder. ‘I gave you very clear instructions! I even sent you a photo of the bastard.’ Then, Aidan pushed the door shut with his foot.

‘One double vodka for the lady,’ he said, plonking the cold glass down on the dressing table. Ashley picked it up and took a sip. It tasted clear and bitter, how you’d imagine the ancient ice in Antarctica to taste. ‘If I were you, I’d knock that back quick and get another one in. They won’t be on the house for much longer the way Dad’s carrying on.’

‘Fucking hell.’ Ashley took a gulp and pushed a box off the other chair in the room. Aidan sat. ‘It didn’t make much of a difference in the end, did it? The punters all went away happy. David Wagner isn’t winning anyone over with this stuff.’

‘Ash, he just wants to make you suffer. I don’t think he cares about anyone else in that room.’ Aidan took a sip from his own drink: a pint of something with half an inch of foam on top. ‘This is what I mean about not laying it on thick. When you get too involved, you end up attracting the likes of Wagner. This is the problem with the general public; they’re too unpredictable. Which is why you need to branch out. Do some jobs where you can’t cause any trouble. Or they can’t cause any trouble.’

The vodka was nearly done. Ashley put the glass down and pressed her fingers to its sides, trying to absorb the cold. The alcohol was sending out warm fingers from the centre of her stomach, and her head was beginning to feel heavy. Perhaps tonight she might even get a decent night’s sleep.

‘If I wanted a job where I didn’t cause trouble, I’d hardly be in this game, would I? Have you got any fags?’

Aidan gave her a look. ‘You can’t smoke in here, Ash. Do you think it’s 1985 or something?’

‘Fuck off. You should have got me two of these.’ She tapped her carefully manicured fingernails against the glass. On the table beside it were the two earpieces she and Aidan wore during the show. They looked like two pale little ticks, fat with lies. ‘If I had a shred of decency, I’d pack in this racket and go and earn an honest living. Become a politician. A bank robber. Something respectable like that.’

‘Yeah, Dad would love that. And you’re the one who got us into this business, Ash. Remember?’

‘As if this was my choice.’

Aidan went quiet then, the way he did when Ashley pushed against the restraints holding them both in place. From outside, they could hear the manager of the social club getting irate.

‘Here.’ She downed the rest of the vodka and handed him the glass. ‘Get me another one, quick.’

* * *

They weren’t staying in a hotel that night, and the drive back home was a long one, down twisty English country lanes devoid of streetlights. Ashley sat in the back seat, her head against the cold window while Aidan and her father bickered in the front. Outside, the world was an inky blackness, flashes of trees and hedgerows looming in the headlights. If it weren’t for the vodka swimming in her stomach, it could almost have been a car trip from her childhood; the smell of petrol and cigarettes, the droning warmth of the car, her brother and her dad snipping at each other. All that was missing was her mother. But of course she had been very different back then.

‘You were the one doing the research, Aidan. You should be able to spot that bastard’s aliases by now. Did you not even google the fucker?’

Ashley looked at her dad, lit by the glow of his overcomplicated dashboard. A decade ago, he had started to lose his hair, so he had shaved the whole lot off; he had been proudly bald since, transferring his attentions instead to his thick, dark moustache, which had its own comb and oils in the family bathroom. Like David Wagner, he was broad across the shoulders, but it went further than that; on meeting Logan Whitelam, most people assumed he had some military background. He had the sort of bearing that suggested he had spent his life shouting at subordinates. At his throat, he wore a small silver pentacle.

‘You think Google solves everything,’ said Aidan. He was looking at something on his phone, unconcerned by their father’s mood. ‘It’s not a magic button, Dad.’

Aidan was dark like their dad, but slim and wiry with it. His hair was lush and thick and slightly too long, and he was tall, a couple of inches taller than Logan.

‘Anyway,’ Aidan continued, closing his phone screen, ‘this is exactly why you should listen to my idea about new types of jobs for Ash. This sort of stuff – the grievers in the social clubs and the mind body spirit fairs – it’s all small change.’

‘That small change keeps you in cars and bloody Lacoste shirts,’ rumbled their father. ‘And don’t you forget it.’

‘All I’m saying is, we should consider the job. I think it’s a whole new revenue stream for us, if it comes off.’

‘Hmm.’

‘You are only against it because you didn’t think of it,’ said Aidan, a little sharply. ‘You’re never interested unless it’s your idea.’

Ashley leaned forward.

‘What are you talking about? What idea?’

Aidan turned around in his seat to talk to her directly.

‘Police consultation.’

Ashley laughed. ‘What?’

‘Offering your services to the police, preferably on high-profile cases. You know the sort. Finding lost people, locating bodies, giving them an idea of where to look for people. It used to be in the news all the time, back in the day – psychic helps police locate missing woman, that sort of thing.’

Ashley shook her head and glanced at their dad, who still had his eyes on the road.

‘Are you hearing this?’

‘I am,’ Logan said shortly.

‘It’s a good idea,’ said Aidan, a shadow of the sulky teenager he had once been colouring his words.

‘Aidan, you can’t google where dead bodies are hidden.’ She laughed again, shaking her head. ‘If you could, the police would hardly need to pay me, would they? What am I supposed to do, pick a random location and hope for the best?’

‘You know that a good … what, eighty percent of what you do is spin, right?’ said Aidan. ‘It’s about delivery, confidence, all that stuff. Make an intelligent guess, say the right words, get paid, and more importantly, get publicity.’

‘Would the police actually pay?’ Logan’s voice had a musing tone to it. ‘I doubt they have a budget for psychic services.’

‘No, all right, maybe they don’t.’ Aidan turned back to address their father. ‘So, Ashley offers her services for free, at first. And then with the publicity it generates, we get more house calls, more punters at the clubs, longer queues at the MBS fairs. All we really need is one or two good stories to get on the internet or in the newspapers, and we’ll have a sizeable bump in business.’

‘Don’t I have enough on my plate with the Red Rigg House thing?’

Her father and brother both fell silent at that. Ashley felt a prickle of heat move across the back of her neck. They didn’t like when she mentioned the house, but they still expected her to go.

‘That’s next month,’ said Aidan, his usual laid-back tone returning. ‘I just think it’s worth exploring as an option. I mean, I’m not talking about the Met here.’

‘I should bloody hope not,’ their father growled.

Outside, the roads and verges were taking on a familiar pattern, and Ashley let it soothe her. Somewhere out there were the lakes of Cumbria, their dark silty depths still and unmoving in the night; the Lake District contained Red Rigg House, a place she’d been terrified of since she was a child, but it also contained these silent, natural places. She found it comforting. Ashley leaned back in her seat and rested her temple against the cold glass.

* * *

It was the same old dream. She was in one of the narrow beds in the dormitory. The long windows let in moonlight as crisp as rice paper, etching the outlines of the beds and bedside tables with their jumble of clothes and belongings. All the other beds were empty, but there were other children in the dormitory; they stood silently in the aisles, watching her, their faces still. In the dream, Ashley always wanted to jump out of the bed and run, but the floor was completely black, and she knew that if she set one foot on it, she would fall into that suffocating dark and never return. The dark was hungry.

And then, as it always did, the dormitory began to grow hot. The crisp moonlight wavered.

I wasn’t there, Ashley thought desperately. The Heedful Ones saved me.

The other children, their faces still in shadow, began to sink down into the darkness …

* * *

‘Wake up, Ash, we’re home.’

Ashley sat up, the heat of the dormitory receding. They were parked outside the house, and her father was already out and marching up to the door. Aidan had turned around in his seat again and was watching her closely.

‘Bad dreams?’

‘Are there any other kind?’

‘Here, look.’ Aidan reached into his pocket and brought out a small, anonymous-looking pill bottle. He rattled it and passed it to her. ‘I thought you could try these.’

‘What are they?’

‘Amitriptyline. Take one before bed. Maybe try it tomorrow though, when you don’t have several vodkas inside you. And don’t tell Dad. Or Mum, for that matter.’

Ashley turned the bottle over in her hands. The tablets were tiny and blue.

‘Where’d you get them?’

‘A friend.’ Aidan smiled at her and unclipped his seat belt. ‘Don’t say I never do anything for you.’

He got out of the car, and Ashley slipped the tablets into her pocket. Out on the gravel driveway, the air was cool, and Ashley stood for a moment, letting the cold seep under her collar and across her brow. Aidan’s car was parked to one side, and he clicked the doors open with his key.

‘Are you not staying tonight?’

‘Here? In this madhouse?’ Aidan grinned at her. ‘I’ve got my own home to get back to.’

‘You prick,’ Ashley said, without heat. Aidan rarely stayed at the house any more, preferring to scuttle back to his flat in Ulverston after every show. For a long time, she had expended a lot of energy trying to get him to stay so that she would have one ally against their mother and father, but although he did what he could for her, ultimately he would not give up his own hard-won freedom, even for one night. She waved him off, listening to the crunch of his car wheels against the gravel, and then when he was lost to the dark, she turned and looked up at what her mother insisted on calling a ‘cottage’. No more than ten years old, it was a new build gussied up to look like an old farmhouse, with eaves and gables and an old coal scuttle by the front door, but none of that could quite distract from the solar panels on the roof, or the double-glazed windows.

Inside, every light was on, and the smell of chocolate wafted from the large open-plan kitchen. Her father was nowhere to be seen, but her mother was by the stove, stirring something in a pan. When she saw Ashley, she laid the wooden spoon carefully on a piece of kitchen towel, and then came over to her, placing her warm hands on either side of Ashley’s face.

‘There you are, my angel.’ She swept her thumbs across the tops of Ashley’s cheeks, as though chasing away invisible tears. ‘How was it tonight? I hope it wasn’t too hard on you.’ Already her voice was wavering slightly, taking on that querulous tone that set Ashley’s teeth on edge.

‘It was fine, Mum.’ She made herself smile, then took her mother’s hands and gently pulled them away from her face. ‘Nothing exciting to report.’

Her mother nodded vaguely, her eyes a little wet. If Logan Whitelam was a brusque mountain of a man, Helen Whitelam was a sapling, a whip-thin shrub that looked as though it wouldn’t survive a hard frost. Her hair was prematurely grey, but she had it dyed blond once a month at a hair salon in Ambleside, and under the powerful kitchen halogens it looked a brassy kind of yellow. She turned back to the hob and picked up her wooden spoon.

‘I’m making you some hot chocolate. Go and sit down and I’ll bring it through.’

Ashley opened her mouth, wanting to tell her mother that she’d spent the night drinking vodka and the last thing she wanted was a cup of rich, foaming cocoa to dump on top of that, but she looked again at the slumped angle of her mother’s shoulders and thought better of it. The living room was ablaze with lights, the huge TV on mute. Ashley went and turned off a couple of the lamps and sat on the cream leather sofa. She wanted to be gone, back into the sanctity of her own bedroom, but the thought of her mother coming into the room with her steaming hot chocolate only to find it empty struck at Ashley’s heart.

There was a newspaper open on the coffee table, so she pulled it towards her. The headline read:


POLICE COME TO DEAD END IN GINGERBREAD HOUSE MURDERS



‘Mum? Have you been reading the paper?’

Helen came into the room carrying a huge steaming mug. Tiny pink and white marshmallows floated on the top.

‘Just a quick look. Your father said there was an advert in the back for your convention at Red Rigg House.’

Ashley took the offered hot chocolate and held it on top of her knees with both hands. Her mother sat on the sofa next to her, barely making a dent. ‘Mum, we talked about this, didn’t we? This stuff upsets you.’ Ashley unhooked one hand from her hot chocolate and tapped the newspaper. Her mother’s mouth turned down at the corners.

‘I can hardly avoid it!’ Helen’s watery eyes grew wide. ‘It’s on the news, it’s on Facebook, it’s on the radio. Those poor children.’ She patted her hair with trembling fingers.

‘Facebook? Mum, come on—’

‘Did you know that when they did their autopsies, when they cut open those poor children, did you know—’

‘Mum.’ Ashley grabbed her mother’s hand and squeezed it, forcing her to make eye contact. ‘Gruesome child murders, bloody hell. This kind of thing makes you unwell, remember? I thought we’d agreed you’d stay off those Facebook groups. They’re full of shit.’

Helen blinked rapidly. Ashley was in her early thirties but it was still a struggle for her mother to hear her use curse words.

‘Ashley. There’s no need to be coarse.’

‘If there’s adverts and things, or anything to do with our work in the newspapers, I’ll show you myself.’ Ashley folded the newspaper over so the headline was hidden. At that moment, her father appeared at the door. He was dressed in his vest and pyjama bottoms. Now that they were home, the silver pentagram was stored back in his bedside cabinet; he wouldn’t wear it around the house.

‘Girls,’ he said, his eyes flicking between them. ‘Don’t stay up too late, Ashley, we’ve an early start tomorrow.’

Helen leaped up, smoothing the creases of her dress. So many of her mother’s movements reminded Ashley of a startled pigeon. When both her mother and father had gone off to bed, Ashley opened the newspaper again and flicked to the classified adverts in the back. Sure enough, there was a sizeable colour ad with her name on it, squeezed between notices about car boot sales and plumbing services. She read it with her lips pursed.


Come to the Annual Moon Market at Red Rigg House

October 29th to November 1st

Join us at this beautiful stately home for a festival of the psychic arts! Featuring tarot, palmistry, past life hypnosis, crystal healing, and a host of holistic treatments.

With noted psychic mediums Cleo Bickerstaff, Donald St Clair, Alison Mantel, Desmond Morris, Merlin Jones

SPECIAL GUEST STAR Ashley Whitelam, ‘the Spirit Oracle’, in her first visit to Red Rigg House since the events of 2004. Ashley will perform an open séance in what is sure to be an UNMISSABLE and EMOTIONAL event.



The advert featured a small photo of Red Rigg House at the bottom, an aerial shot that showed off the sprawling gardens and the edges of the deep green forest that surrounded it, and then a photo of Ashley was transposed to one side. She recognised it as one of the new publicity photos her father had insisted on last year. She was smiling softly, her eyes full of light and her chin tilted slightly up, as though she were taking a quick peep at the denizens of heaven itself.

‘Bloody hell.’

Ashley folded the paper up again and took it and her hot chocolate into the kitchen. She threw the paper in the bin, and almost poured the hot chocolate down the sink before she remembered the tablets Aidan had given her. She took the bottle from her pocket and rattled a tablet out onto the palm of her hand. There was no label on the bottle, but if you couldn’t trust your brother, who could you trust? And if there was a chance she could avoid any more Red Rigg nightmares … well, that was a chance worth taking.

She swallowed the tablet with a gulp of sugary hot chocolate and threw the rest of the drink in the sink.

Upstairs in her own bedroom, she changed into pyjamas and sat on the bed. From a drawer, she took a battered hardback notebook, which was held shut with several elastic hair ties. She snapped them off and retrieved a pen from the little pile of bric-a-brac on her nightstand.

It was her ritual, her confessional. Back when she had still been young enough to complain to her parents about her nightmares, her therapist had recommended she keep a journal – he had suggested it might help to get what she was thinking and feeling out onto the page before she went to sleep. It had never stopped the nightmares, but it had become a habit. After every night, or at least every night after a gig, she would write an entry in her journal. It was a place where she could truly be honest with herself, could spill all the discomfort and guilt so that it didn’t sit on her chest all night. Something about the act of scribbling a few lines was familiar and soothing. She scrawled the date and added a few notes.


Plenty of sad stories tonight, but when aren’t there? A woman who lost her child, a wife who lost her husband, and – a rancid cherry on top of the cake – David Wagner turned up to cause trouble again. Dad likes to say that without sad stories, we wouldn’t be able to make a living, and I suppose he’s right. If they didn’t come to me, they’ d go to someone else – and as far as I can tell, we’re all crooks.



She looked at the last line for a while, completely unaware of the frown that creased her brow. Abruptly tired, either from the vodka or the tablet she had taken, Ashley put her journal back in the drawer and snapped off the light.



 
CHAPTER

3

SOME PLACES ARE just bad.

You will have experienced this yourself, but you might not have been aware of it at the time. At its most basic level, perhaps you crossed the street once because you spotted the mouth of a dark alley and didn’t want to walk past it; you knew that doing so would expose yourself somehow. You might have stayed in a hotel and been unable to properly relax, experiencing several nights of terrible sleep, or the kind of nightmares that leave you morose and exhausted the next day. You may have crossed the threshold of a church and felt immediately that you should not be there. Bad places.

Sometimes there will be obvious reasons why a house or a park or a classroom feels wrong – blood spilled, bodies broken, a violation, a secret shared that should have been taken to the grave. More often though, there is no particular reason – or at least none that we can comprehend – and even places that appear entirely pleasant can leave you with the desperate urge to be elsewhere as soon as possible.

And it isn’t only urban places that can be bad. The oldest ones have existed since before humankind was little more than a particularly curious ape. They predate architecture, cities, plumbing. They could even predate mammals, trees, the first animals that dragged themselves out of the oceans. For all we know, the first amino acids in the primordial soup could have felt a shiver of wrongness as they passed over a particular piece of molten rock. But we’re getting away from the point.

Hundreds of thousands of years ago, when the mountains of northern Britain were already unimaginably old, there was a fell where no birds flew. The people who lived in its vicinity were frightened of it, and none of them would venture near it after sunset. They told stories about the mountain – how people would walk up it and never come back down, how the wolves howled from its summit. They whispered that it was hollow, that there was a secret way inside the mountain, and if you stumbled across it, the gods of wood, spring, and earth would forsake you.

Bad things happened on the fell. Just as most people are repelled by bad places, there are always those who are drawn to them instead. It was a place for violence and hatred, a place for oaths sworn and broken, and for terrible desires shared. Men and women fought and were killed there; the weakest elders were brought there by their grown children, in secret, to die on its exposed flanks.

During one especially vicious winter, a winter that heralded a longer period of darkness and ice, a girl child was taken to the mountain by a group of men. These men were from her own village, but as the snows came and the food dwindled, there was no longer room for a wan girl with fragile bones. She had eyes of two colours, which they believed marked her as an evil spirit, and so it was decided that she would be given in sacrifice – perhaps if she were expelled, if she were given to the mountain, this particular winter would lose some of its teeth, and more of them would come through it alive. Not even her family would speak out in her favour. Bad places have a way of streamlining these kinds of thoughts, a way of neatly knocking off the thorns and burrs of conscience so that the arrow of violence can fly true. They beat her, and she was left bleeding her last on the icy ground. Abandoned, starving, and betrayed.

Seeking shelter from the freezing wind, the girl pulled herself into a narrow crack in the side of the fell and found that at least some of the stories were true – there was a way through, a hollow place. With death’s cold hands around her neck, the girl gave her heart’s blood to the hollow, along with all of her rage and her hunger. And with her last breath, she whispered a curse on the people who had brought her to this place, a curse that would last as long as the hills.

‘Feed the fell,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll feed the fell forever to stop it eating you.’

When the men and women came walking up the mountain again as the first thaws began to ease the grip of winter, they were startled to find that the blood of the girl was still there, miraculously frozen into the ice, streaks of crimson sparkling in the early spring sun like a vein of rubies.

They gave it a new name in honour of its bloody countenance and then they left, uneasy in a way they had yet to understand.

It had always been a bad place.
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2004

‘RISE AND SHINE! One more day of school, and then you’re off on your adventures, aren’t you?’

Deep under her duvet, Ashley curled up to make herself as small as possible. She heard her mother laugh, then a hand snaked under the cover and gave her a poke. Ashley gave a grumpy sort of snort.

‘Up you get. Don’t make me come in here with a wet flannel.’

With deep reluctance, Ashley pushed her feet towards the edge of the bed and felt the cool morning air on her toes. It was nearly Easter weekend, but the weather had resolutely refused to brighten, deciding instead to go for the more traditional Bank Holiday options of unseasonal cold and driving squalls of icy rain.

‘There you go.’ Her mother gave one of Ashley’s toes a squeeze. ‘Now get the rest of you out as well. I want to hear you brushing your teeth in five minutes.’

‘Mum.’

When her mother had left the room, Ashley slid all the way out of bed. She glanced at her brother’s bed, but he was already up; likely, he was already out the door, on his way to the half an hour’s worth of football training he liked to get in before school. The football posters on his side of the room were full of glum-looking men in red shirts; the trophies on his bedside cabinet reflected the dour morning light back at her.

Once she’d washed her face and brushed her teeth, she came back into their bedroom, ignoring the shadowy figure standing by the curtains, and began to drag clean clothes out of her small plasterboard chest of drawers. She chose the navy skirt that had once been her cousin’s and a pale blue shirt that was a little small on her now, but it had dark blue buttons, which she liked. She scooped them up in her arms, along with a pair of cream tights and her knickers, and very quickly scampered down the hallway and into the living room. Her mother had put the electric heater on ready so that the three orange bars were the brightest thing there. Outside, the day was overcast, rain lashing intermittently at the windows. Ashley went and sat in front of the heater, already glad to be near a new heat source. Her mother appeared at the door, dressed for her shift at the supermarket.

‘Hurry up, Ash, we aren’t made of money. I’ve already put ten quid on the electric key this week.’

Ashley nodded, the taste of toothpaste still strong in her mouth. She felt the cold easily, and consequently she heard about the electric key and how much it cost to keep the flat warm regularly. She peeled off her pyjamas and dressed in front of the fire. When she was done, her mum came back into the room, briskly switched the heater off, and handed her a bowl of cereal. Ashley took it, still crouched in front of the fading orange bars. Her mother leaned down and pushed a few errant strands of hair away from Ashley’s forehead. Ashley leaned away from her.

‘Did you even brush this barnet, Ashley?’ she said fondly. ‘Make sure you do it before we leave. Are you excited about Red Rigg House?’

Ashley nodded, although she was mainly nervous. It would be her first time away from home without her parents, save for a couple of sleepovers with her cousins, and she was the only one from her school who was going, so she wouldn’t have any friends there, or even any familiar faces. Four nights away from home, in a part of the country she knew nothing about, with strangers. Thinking about it gave her a tight feeling in the back of her throat. As if she could read some of these feelings on her daughter’s face, her mother smoothed the girl’s hair back again. Ashley’s hair was so fine it was constantly escaping from her ponytail.

‘Don’t make that face, love. You’re going to have fun,’ she said. ‘All that fresh air, all those trees. I wish I were going. It’ll bring you out of your shell a bit, being away from home with a bunch of kids. Right? You’ll make the most of it, won’t you, Ash?’

Ashley’s father stepped into the room. He was fully dressed, his jacket damp from the rain. Her mother straightened up, her bearing changing as she looked at her husband.

‘’Ere, take those boots off on this carpet.’

Logan Whitelam paid no attention to her. Instead, he went over to the cooling heater and briskly rubbed the top of Ashley’s head, causing her already untidy hair to fizz and tangle. She tutted and leaned away, but she was smiling.

‘You keep an eye out when you’re in that big house, won’t you, Ash? Make note of where they keep their valuables, let us know if there are any broken windows or missing locks.’ He winked at her.

‘Logan …’ Ashley’s mother began in a dangerous tone of voice.

‘Come on.’ Her father turned away from them both, as if suddenly uninterested. ‘If the pair of you want a lift in this morning, I’m going now.’

* * *

At school, they were learning about the French Revolution. Normally, history was one of Ashley’s favourite lessons – she loved hearing about these impossibly old people with their chaos and their guillotines – but the thought of Red Rigg House and, more specifically, being away from home kept circling in her mind. At break time, she was even quieter than usual, something her closest friends immediately picked up on. Hannah, usually kind but also seething with jealousy over the Red Rigg trip, nudged Ashley’s beaten-up trainer with her own carefully polished black shoe.

‘Are you going to do archery there?’ she asked, before rushing in to answer her own question. ‘I bet you don’t. We did it at Centre Parcs last year, but my dad says you need to have a special licence.’

‘There’s a lot of different things,’ Ashley said uncertainly. The brochure they’d been sent by the charity was full of colour pictures of children of all ages running around with grinning faces. She couldn’t remember if any of them had been playing around with bows and arrows. ‘Rambling, rounders, table tennis.’ None of these particularly appealed to Ashley. ‘And there’s arts and crafts.’

‘Sounds crap,’ said Sarah, who was rarely kind. She had a tiny electronic toy on a key chain, and she was pressing the buttons savagely as the thing made a series of frantic beeps. ‘It’s not like a proper holiday. It’s for poor people.’ Sarah spared them one withering glance. ‘For kids whose families can’t afford to do proper things.’

Ashley flushed with shame. It was true that her parents had applied for the trip through a charity called the Cumbria Arts Trust, and she knew that they had filled in a form with details about their jobs and wages – her dad had complained about it endlessly, saying they were ‘taking liberties’. More and more she wished that they hadn’t, that she could spend the Easter weekend at her nan and granddad’s, as they did every year. But they would be disappointed in her if they knew that she didn’t want to go.

Hannah, never able to sustain a bad mood for very long, rallied to Ashley’s defence.

‘That doesn’t matter, does it? Everyone should be able to have holidays. And I bet it’ll be fun staying in a big old house. I mean, it’s basically a mansion. I bet you’ll have a brilliant time, Ash.’

Ashley nodded, one hand rubbing self-consciously at the slightly worn material of her skirt; the skirt that had arrived in a bin bag of clothes that her cousin had grown out of. The bell rang for the end of break, and they began to file slowly towards the big red-brick building. Ashley dawdled, letting her friends go ahead of her. Beyond the playground, there was the road, and crowded on the other side of it were garages and shops. Above them, the high-rise flats of Lewisham stood grey and ominous against clouds still heavy with promised rain. The drone of traffic, punctuated by the odd shout and car horn, was so ever-present that she barely heard it any more. On the far side of the playground fence, a pair of figures stood, watching. The Heedful Ones, as Ashley thought of them, looked to be covered in a layer of fine pale dust, and they did not move. Ashley didn’t like to look at their faces, which were strange, smeared things, but she knew they were watching her. It was what they did. She saw them every day, in the bedroom she shared with her brother, by the bus stop, in her granddad’s back garden; silent shadowy figures that watched her, that no one else could see. The Heedful Ones were her own silent companions, so familiar now that much of the time she barely noticed them.

A teacher appeared at the doors and began to call the stragglers inside. Ashley skipped away, her mind already back on the French aristocracy.
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ASHLEY STOOD AT the back of the conference room behind the rows of proud parents and watched the kids read aloud their poetry and the occasional short story. Her friend Malory was standing to one side of the stage, easily as proud as the mums and dads. She looked neat and professional, her dark hair cut into a sleek bob, her skirt and blazer elegantly tailored to her lanky form. When the children were finished, a florid man in his fifties with a gingery beard came out onto the stage and read one of his own poems in a pompous tone that immediately put Ashley on edge. And then it was over. As the kids streamed over to their parents to receive their congratulations, Ashley met Malory at the door.

‘A poetry recital? I’m not sure what I’ve done to deserve that, Mal.’

‘Was it so dreadful?’

‘The kids were all right. That bloke though.’ She nodded at the bearded man, who was talking loudly and importantly to a group of parents. ‘Where’d you drag him up from?’

‘Cumbria is known for its poets,’ Malory said primly. ‘And I’ve asked you to fill this spot lots of times. It’d be so interesting for the children to learn about your work.’

Ashley snorted. Most of the children and parents were leaving now, some carrying small Cumbria Arts Trust trophies under their arms.

‘Only you and my dad would describe what I do as work. What am I going to teach them? How to swindle the especially gullible?’

‘The Trust is about giving these children a glimpse of different paths they could take, visions of other lives. It broadens their horizons. It doesn’t actually matter that much who the speakers are or what they do.’

Ashley thought about her own experience with the Trust at Red Rigg House eighteen years ago. That had broadened her horizons all right.

‘If you say so. Why did you really badger me to come to this, Mal?’

Malory gave her a sly look from under her eyelashes, smiling coyly. Her friend was a few years older than Ashley, just breaching her midthirties, but sometimes she seemed very young, as though growing up at Red Rigg House had frozen her in place, like some Victorian child ghost in an enchanted garden.

‘I wanted to make sure that you’re still coming to our Moon Market.’

Ashley glanced away, uncomfortable. ‘I said I would, didn’t I? I know my name is already on all the marketing.’

‘Yes, well, Ashie, seeing it written on an email is quite different to hearing it from the horse’s mouth.’ And then, in a quieter tone of voice, she said, ‘I can feel you drawing away the closer it gets. I’ve barely heard from you in weeks.’

‘Sorry.’ Ashley forced herself to smile, slightly ashamed.

Malory took her arm and squeezed it.

‘I know it’s difficult, and I’m so proud of you for making this final leap. It’ll be fun, I promise – the main hall is going to be packed with vendors, and we’re setting up special rooms for all the different mediums. And, honestly, you’ll probably barely recognise the place. A lot of it was rebuilt after the … well. So much of it was refurbished, I can hardly remember what the east wing used to look like.’

There was a cough from behind them, and Malory’s brother, Richard, gave Ashley a cold smile.

‘Can I have a word with you, Mal?’ he said. Richard had always been icily handsome – black hair, blue eyes, skin like cream – and he had grown his hair out since Ashley had last seen him, which had been at least three months ago. He also had the sort of thick, black, well-maintained beard that Ashley associated with a certain sort of hipster barber, and he was wearing soft black trousers and a dark grey cashmere jumper, no doubt outrageously expensive. Ashley turned her head slightly, as though something on the far side of the room had caught her attention. Malory sighed.

‘Can’t it wait?’

‘No.’ Even from the corner of her eye, Ashley could see the glare he was aiming at his sister. ‘It really can’t, sis.’

‘All right, give me a minute, will you?’

Malory slid her arm through Ashley’s and the pair of them went outside, where fat October clouds were piling up above glowering fells. The town hall and the scattering of cottages that made up the tiny village of Green Beck looked especially ancient and wizened, like old teeth plugged into the green gums of the Lake District.

‘I don’t suppose,’ Malory said lightly, ‘that the pair of you will ever make up your differences?’

‘I don’t know,’ Ashley replied. ‘Will your brother ever stop being a relentless dickhead?’ Years ago, when Ashley’s family had moved to Green Beck, she and Richard had briefly been an item; Ashley had been in her late teens, still of an age to find arrogance thrilling instead of just tiresome, and Richard had a kind of dark glamour. Or at least, he had for around six months or so.

Malory laughed and shook her head. ‘Pigs will fly, et cetera, et cetera. Where are you for the rest of the afternoon? If you’re not busy, we could get a sandwich or something. I’m absolutely starved.’

‘I said I would visit Melva,’ Ashley said. ‘You could come with me if you like? You know what her place is like. Everyone is welcome.’

Malory grimaced in a good-natured fashion. ‘Bless you, Ashie, but you know that lady gives me the creeps these days. Don’t be a stranger though, okay?’

Ashley left Malory, heading deeper into the village, and got into her battered little hatchback, flicking the radio on and taking the quickest route out of Green Beck. Back inside her car, she felt some of the tension leave her shoulders; the car was her space, filled with her crap. For years, her parents had insisted that she didn’t need her own transport, that they would gladly drive her any place she needed to be. But she had recognised this for the bullshit that it was – for the leash that it was. If there was a way that Logan Whitelam could keep his daughter – his golden goose, Ashley thought acidly – within his eye line at all times, he would undoubtedly do it.

Over the years, Ashley had saved money from her own share of the business and quietly squirrelled it away, before meticulously researching the best secondhand cars in the area. She had spent a portion of the money on driving lessons, which her brother had driven her to each time, sworn to secrecy, and when she had passed, they had had a quiet celebration in a pub their father had never visited. When she finally drove home, her very own car, with its lilac paint job and the L sign in the back window, she had been both very proud and slightly afraid. Their mother had been distressed, because that was her default reaction to most things, but Logan had gone very quiet and thoughtful, looking at his daughter as though she’d revealed a secret ability he had been completely unaware of. Initially, he tried to tell her that she couldn’t park it at the cottage, that the driveway was already crowded enough with their family car (emphasis on the family) and Aidan’s own Ford Focus, but her brother had, almost gleefully, nipped that protest in the bud by claiming he had no real need to park there. It was a moment Ashley was unendingly grateful for.

Aidan had referred to the car, as boxy and as lilac as it was, as the Parma Violet, and the name had stuck. It was freedom, it was the ability to drive away from her parents and head out into the hills. And if she always had to come back to the world of spirits and working men’s social clubs and tarot and tea leaves, at least she had those hours alone in her car, with the pretence that she could go wherever she wanted.

Melva Goodacre’s house was on the outskirts of Green Beck, nestled at the western foot of Red Rigg Fell. Whereas the Whitelam family home was a sprawling house masquerading as a sweet country cottage, Melva’s abode really did look as though it belonged in the pages of a storybook. The thatched roof slumped towards the ground like porridge pouring from an enchanted pot, and ivy and roses climbed grey slate walls. The garden smelled strongly of the basil, mint, and thyme that grew there, and Ashley was fairly sure that bats lived in the eaves. Despite the nip in the air, the front door was open. Ashley rapped her knuckles against the door and leaned into a
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