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Prologue
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In the year 1754

As dawn broke, Sarah was dragged from the village, across the dew-drenched meadow toward the ancient, cursed tree. The giant oak towered over the landscape, its limbs outstretched like a silent executioner, waiting.

Stumbling, blood and raw flesh covered her feet, and each rasping breath grew tighter as the rope cut into her throat. The jeers and spit of the villagers rained down, drowning out the growing terror thundering in her chest.

She had begged. She had pleaded.
No one listened.
No one cared.
Accepting her fate, Sarah raised her head. With a voice frayed by both terror and fury, she spat her final curse—barely audible above the shouting mob.


“Wigham will from this day be godless. A place where men hold no power over women. Where God will die.”


The rope snapped taut. Sarah’s body jolted upward, hoisted into the leafy embrace of the ancient oak. A cool August breeze stirred the branches, muffling the crowd below.

Sarah kicked helplessly, her vision blurring, the fire in her neck consuming all. The world dimmed.

Crows circled above, their cries cutting through the sudden hush.

And with one final, shuddering breath—
Sarah went still.
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Chapter 1
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Present day 

The day began with a sense of anticipation, the air thick with the expectation of encountering something otherworldly. Hannah felt a bubbling eagerness, ready to learn from her grandmother, Rose—known as a ghost evictor, or whisperer. Rose’s reputation preceded her; she was adept at helping trapped spirits find peace and move on, a skill Hannah admired and hoped to understand better. Usually, their encounters followed a predictable pattern. Rose would identify a lingering spirit, communicate with it, and guide it toward release through a portal. Today wasn’t supposed to be any different. They had travelled to a small village at the behest of an estate agent. Because, as Rose understood it, it was unsellable as weird stuff went on in this particular property. Those were the estate agent's words. 

The property was an early Victorian cottage. Empty of furniture and smelled as Hannah sniffed the air.

Hannah watched as her nan went through the usual routine of calling on her spirit guides before exploring the cottage. 

“I sense something is here,” Rose whispered, glancing at Hannah. Hannah shook her head; she couldn’t say what she felt. But then she wasn’t as sensitive as her nan. 

They stood in what would have been the primary bedroom on the second floor. Hannah was checking for Jack—the stubborn spirit who refused to move on and had taken to following Hannah wherever she went. The ghost would check out properties before they committed to the ghost eviction. Nan had argued she would make them pay for her time anyway. But Hannah, having spent several nights in a haunted building bored out of her mind, would rather not waste her time. 

She was staring at the ceiling, frowning. “Nan, is that damp patch above us getting bigger?” 

Rose followed her gaze and shrugged. “The place is falling apart. Ghost or not, this property is not going to be an easy sell.”

Hannah was still watching the ceiling, a flutter in her chest. “Nan, that is not a damp patch.” Her gaze flicked to the door that had closed without them noticing.

“Bugger!” Rose snapped, studying the growing darkness above them.

Rose began to recite the prayer to open a portal and evict the ghost. Hannah couldn’t explain it, but sensed this was no ordinary haunting. No ordinary ghost, as they understood it. 

Something else was present, something that defied the usual rules.  Her body tensed as a chill brushed past her. Her skin tingled in response. Hannah’s attention remained upwards, where she saw a darkness spreading above them, steadily growing and filling the space.

Her nan, Rose, followed her line of sight. Her face, usually so composed, blanched. “This is different,” she murmured. Her prayer to evict the ghost had not been answered. 

The shape spread like an infection, tendrils curling across the overhead like smoke in water, slow, deliberate. It made no sound, but the silence thickened. A weight settled over Hannah’s chest, and she reached for her nan’s hand.

“Don’t look at it,” Rose warned, not tearing her own gaze from the creeping darkness above. But Hannah couldn’t look away.

The blackness twisted, slithering along the ceiling and walls, devouring light as it moved. The room dimmed, colour leaching away. The air turned thick, smelling faintly of burnt iron and earth after rain. This wasn’t a lost soul seeking peace. It was older. Hungrier.

“Run!” Rose barked.

They lunged for the door, but it was closed and would not open. The handle beneath her fingers felt slick and freezing. She yanked it anyway, panic rising, her eyes locked on the shadow creeping down the walls.

Behind them now. The dark. It wasn’t drifting. It was advancing.

The thing moved like a living tide, inching across the floor with purpose.

“Stay calm,” Rose said, her voice low and firm. She stepped in front of Hannah, pushing her gently back. But the dark was closing in from every side.

“Jack!” Hannah shouted. “If you can hear me, we need you!”

The darkness enveloped everything. It wasn’t just the absence of light—it was a presence. A void that breathed.

Rose’s grip tightened. “What are you?” she cried, the voice shaking with fear.

No answer. Just silence. Watchful. Aware. And ravenous.

“We’re here to help!” Hannah cried.

But the thing didn’t charge. It coiled, waiting patiently, almost as if it were curious. 

Then, crash! The door burst open, flooding the room with harsh white light.

In the doorway stood Jack, faintly glowing, his tone a simple command that cut through the chaos: “Get out! I can’t hold it for long!”

Hannah didn’t hesitate. She grabbed her nan’s arm, and together they fled toward the light.

As Jack released his hold on the door, it slammed shut behind them with such force that Hannah could hear it crack under the pressure. They fled down the stairs, leaving the thing crashing against the closed door in what Hannah thought sounded like a temper tantrum.

Squeezing through the front entrance, they spilt out into the sunlight. The cat that seemed to have appeared from nowhere fled between them.

Only when they stood on the sunlit, overgrown lawn, gasping for air, did they dare to look back. The house loomed behind them, its windows dark, its shadows long, and the air around them felt heavier, charged with a malevolence that lingered, even in daylight.

“What the hell was that?” Hannah whispered, clutching her nan’s arm.

Rose didn’t answer. She just stared at the house, her face pale and her lips tight. For the first time, Hannah saw something in her nan’s expression she’d never seen before. Was it fear? This woman, with all her experience, had not come across anything like it before.

“What was that?” Hannah repeated with a grateful look at Jack, biting her lip as a string of expletives was about to emerge. Not that her nan was in any condition to give her a lecture.

Rose shook her head and then looked at Jack. “Any ideas what that was?”

“Nope, but it might be best to get out of here,” he suggested, glancing at the second-floor windows of the tall three-story building behind them.

“Good idea,” she agreed, following his gaze.

The windows that had been pitch-black a moment ago were now clear.

Hannah followed her nan down the path to the garden gate fifty metres away. 

On reaching the gate, Hannah paused, ensuring the dark shape hadn’t left the house, and trailed them. They were alone, convincing her it couldn’t or wouldn’t come out into the sunlight. Her legs trembled, but a wave of relief washed over her.

Looking over at her nan, she gasped, trying to catch her breath. Concerned, Hannah moved towards her, but she held up a hand. “Don’t fuss, child.” 

Hannah was sure this was not just any ghost, not any haunting. Her imagination was running wild. Perhaps it was some ancient life form?

As Jack teleported away, Hannah got out her mobile phone to call a taxi. She knew Jack would return, looking for gratitude for his timely intervention and reminding them of it for some time to come.

Rose was muttering as they waited for their ride. “We’re not going back in there. The estate agents are on their own.”

Hannah had no intention of arguing. Her heart was only now beginning to find its usual rhythm. Still, she couldn’t help but feel concerned as she watched the older woman, who was still catching her breath while seated on the wall. What would she do if her nan had a heart attack? Beyond calling an ambulance, Hannah wasn’t sure. She made a mental note to search it online—maybe chest compressions, maybe mouth-to-mouth. For now, she kept a close eye on her, who seemed to be recovering. Relief washed over Hannah, at least for the moment; everything was okay.

“The house may have been built on an ancient gravesite where the energy of the long-dead is malignant,” Rose suggested, straightening up, having gathered her composure.

“Have you read about this sort of thing?”

Rose shook her head. “On our to-do list when we get back home. That thing, whatever it was, meant us harm.”

Over the shock of nearly being eaten alive as she saw it, Hannah was now worried about money. “I suppose we won’t get paid by the estate agent?” Hannah was counting on it, having used up the driving lesson vouchers Lily had given her on her birthday. She now had to find the funds for a double driving lesson for her test. Since Hannah didn’t want her nan to know about it until she passed, she could hardly ask her for a loan. Her nan gave her a look, which was the only answer she would receive.

On the train back, Rose mused on what it was that they had encountered until she fell asleep. Suggestions had ranged from the ancient energy of the earth, which was alive, to a collection of the dead. Hannah noticed that her nan had been falling asleep a lot lately, assuming it was an age-related issue.

Jack reappeared as the train pulled into their station and suggested they escape, leaving her nan behind. Tempting!

Hannah asked, “Any ideas what that thing was back there?”

Jack shrugged. “None, but it wasn’t a spirit, not human or never had been.” He glanced at Rose, her head resting back, with a gaping mouth, emitting a snorting sound. Hannah followed his gaze. “Don’t even think about it!”

“What?” he grinned. “I wasn’t planning to do anything.”

Hannah gave him a look that implied she was not convinced.

Back home, Rose tossed her bag on the table and made straight for the armchair, where she collapsed, kicking off her shoes. “How about making your nan a cupper?”

While putting the kettle on, Hannah read a text from her mother.

In case you’ve forgotten, you have a mother. How am I? Good, thank you. Anyway, Hannah, I have some news, and I’d rather not share it over the phone. Please come down for a visit, even if only overnight. I promise you won’t be disappointed. Love you, sweetie.

Although Hannah pretended indifference, the news piqued her interest. Not that she would run down there on her mother’s whim, but as she thought about it, she could do with a visit and a shop. Living in a country village was all very good, but the shops were limited and expensive. She replied, "Okay, but you’ll need to transfer my fare to me; a couple of hundred should cover it."

Hannah knew it was cheeky, but her mother, who never used public transport, would not know the cost. It would help with her driving test, and she might even get a new pair of jeans out of it.

A message flew back as if her mother had been hovering over the phone.

Tomorrow?

Hannah glanced at her nan, still asleep, her eyes flickering as if she were dreaming, and answered, "Okay."

Thank you, dear. So nice having this chat with you! Will transfer the funds over later.

Hannah ignored the sarcasm. It would fit in with her plans. She was going to Stowmarket anyway the next day. She would catch the train to London from there, and, hopefully, her mother would send a car to meet her at Victoria Station.
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Chapter 2
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The Note

Rose waved Hannah off, reminding her to call upon reaching her mother’s house. She watched as Lily, who had offered to drive, headed toward Stowmarket station with Hannah.

When Rose returned to the house, she noticed an envelope lying on the doormat. Curious, she glanced up and down the lane and caught sight of a woman walking away in the distance, but without her glasses, she couldn’t make out who it was. She almost dismissed the note as junk mail, but then realised her name was written on it. Letting herself inside, she closed the door, then unfolded the paper to read the handwritten message.

You may be interested to learn that the vicar plans to visit the haunted tree later today to lift the village's curse. And I fear he may consider burning it down. You know how obsessed he is with it. We must not allow him to harm it.

A friend

Rose slumped down on the sofa. Surely the man wouldn’t set fire to the ancient tree. It had stood in the meadow for eight hundred years. Various scenarios ran through her head, from the tree mutilated by the vicar’s actions to the whole meadow consumed by flames, if he burned it down. The man was obsessed.

She shuddered, getting up to make herself tea, thinking she would wait until Lily returned and discuss the note with her. Her neighbour, who had turned up ten years ago as Karl, had become a firm friend, be it as Karl or Lily, though Rose had noticed Lily more these days. She had announced the moment they met that he, since Karl, didn’t believe in assigning gender to clothes. And when in the guise of a female, he preferred to be called Lily and, frankly, did not care whether people used either sex-assigned title. Which was irrelevant as far as Karl was concerned, or, for that matter, Lily, depending on their mood.

Rose and the villagers referred to her as "she" when her neighbour dressed as Lily. Besides a few villagers, mainly the vicar, the villagers welcomed the newcomer. Karl or Lily, who lived next door, had been a good friend to her and, as far as she was concerned, could dress anyhow they pleased.

Rose herself didn’t care about fashion, happy to clothe herself in baggy jeans and an oversized shirt. Her neighbour called her hairstyle a scrubbing brush; it was practical, and Rose liked it. 

With a glance at the time, Rose guessed Lily would probably do some shopping. Restless, Rose couldn’t wait. Leaving her tea in the microwave for later, she would go to the church and confront Edward, the vicar, about his plans for the haunted tree.

He was unpleasant and believed anyone who failed to follow his path was a devil or a witch. She remembered the time he had gate-crashed the psychic evening, ranting at everyone about the evil of their ways. And she knew the haunted oak with its history was a thorn in his side. He had even tried to get the villagers to sign a petition to cut it down. It didn’t go down well, since, as far as the villagers were concerned, it was part of their history. They had made it clear that he did not have their support, which confirmed to the vicar that the villagers required saving.

What the clergyman wanted to do horrified Rose and some other villagers. She might not have been born in Little Wigham, but she had lived there for over thirty years. She knew the history, and it was sad that the eight-hundred-year-old oak in the meadow was where the people of Little Wigham hanged witches. People believed that the tree would eternally trap the condemned souls, considering it the worst punishment.

One of those witches, Sarah Hobbs, had cursed the village, screaming as they placed the rope around her neck that Little Wigham would be forever godless.

Rose scratched her head. Who but a fool would believe such nonsense? The vicar did; in his eyes, cutting down the oak would remove the curse.

***
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Edward was kneeling at the altar when Rose entered the church. She made herself as comfortable as possible on the hard wooden pews and waited until he finished. She was sure he had heard her arrive since the door creaked through the silence.

He rose and turned, his brow furrowing at the sight of her.

“Have you shown up to repent of your wicked ways?”

Rose felt flattered that he knew her, because she had never spoken to him. Guessing one of his few followers had pointed her out to him. She got up, and the man was already irritating her with his smug and superior attitude.

He was a tall, thin individual with a long face that, by its appearance, rarely saw the humour in anything.

“No, having way too much fun dancing naked around a circle. Though chilly in the winter.” She took a pause, enjoying the disgust on his face—was he imagining her naked or trying to call up the devil? Perhaps both, she considered. “It’s come to my attention that you are considering attempting to lift the supposed curse from the old oak in the meadow,” Rose said. She awaited a response and noticed a smile wavering about the man’s lips. Rose deemed it confirmation, and a shot of annoyance hit her chest.

“If you haven’t arrived here to pray for your soul, leave.”

Rose ignored him. “I’m warning you: the law protects this tree, and you’ll answer for any damage. So, do nothing stupid. Only you believe in witches’ curses.”

The man’s eyes were cold and unflinching as they fixed on Rose. “That is how the devil works, by seeding doubt. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live, and you, witch, are lucky to be living in a godless world where such wickedness can flourish.” He lifted his chin, still locked in her gaze.

Rose sighed, letting her shoulders drop. It was a waste of time talking to the man. She could see that nothing she could say would make the slightest difference. But at least he would know she was on to him. She turned and walked past Miranda Bell, who had come through the doors, only to follow Rose out again.

“Hello, Rose, how are you keeping?” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder.

“Fine, thank you. Do you have any information about Edward trying to lift this so-called curse from the old oak tree in the meadow?”

Miranda glanced behind her again before she leaned closer to Rose. Being taller than Rose, she stooped to whisper.

“He mentioned it.” She shrugged, straightening. “He is obsessed with that tree and the supposed curse he believes it holds. He said that he would go to the meadow later, at 6 pm. God knows what he thinks he will do.” She sighed with a shrug. “Probably a splash of holy water and some prayers. I wouldn’t worry about it.” Miranda smiled with a flash of teeth and a look in her eyes that set Rose’s back up. The woman was patronising her.

Rose had never disliked the woman or her sister Emma, having hardly spoken more than a few words with either if they bumped into each other in the local shop. Both were church volunteers, keeping the church clean and posting flyers around the village for church events. But there was something about Miranda that set Rose’s nerves on edge. Perhaps it was her superior attitude, the sickly smile, or how she would ask how she was, then not wait for a response. As for Miranda’s sister Emma, Rose would have been hard-pressed to remember when she had ever spoken to her. She always avoided eye contact; the sisters were as different as could be. Miranda was assertive, while her sister hid in the shadows.

Rose walked away, feeling she had achieved very little. The vicar was out of his depth in the village, where perhaps the witches’ curse was true, since it was godless, though Rose knew they were good people. And other than special occasions, they weren’t churchgoers. The influx of outsiders who bought second homes in what was considered a quiet country village, in part, explained this.

With only three shops in the small town, the most exciting thing about the place was the eight-hundred-year-old oak tree in the meadow, a twenty-minute walk away. Villagers hanged women accused of witchcraft there in the past, believing it was a one-way trip to hell.

A rumour circulated that a modern witches’ cult hoped to free the witches' souls, which they believed were trapped within it. However, Rose was unaware of anyone involved and liked to think she knew everyone in the village who dabbled in the supernatural. She dismissed such tales as fanciful, put about by the Pheasant Inn’s owners to drum up business before closing down. The Inn, just a few hundred yards from the meadow, benefited from curious visitors.

Rose felt certain that the tree was harmless and deserved to be left alone, given that it was eight hundred years old. The belief that the Oak caught the souls of anyone who died there was nonsense; she was sure of it. Yes, she believed in the supernatural; she had, after all, seen her share of it. But a tree was just a tree.

Whatever the truth was, Rose was determined to ensure it remained unharmed.

Lily was away and wouldn’t return until late, and Hannah was in London. It was a pity, since she could have benefited from her help, and though she didn’t like to admit it, she had come to rely on her. Hannah had a blunt view of life and was happy to speak her mind, reminding Rose of herself when she was young. Who was she kidding? She hadn’t changed; she had just got older.

Checking her phone, she hovered. Should she call her? No, she was visiting her mother. She would deal with this on her own. It was only one man, and perhaps the Bell woman was right. Edward would splash holy water on the tree, mutter a few words, and convince himself he had lifted the curse. However, if he turned up with a petrol container, he would have a fight on his hands.
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Chapter 3
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The air was unsettled that late spring evening, caught between warmth and chill. A thin veil of cloud drifted across the sun, muting the light to a pewter glow. A restless breeze stirred the meadow grass, carrying the faint promise of rain.

With words of blessing, Edward Morton, the vicar of Little Wigham, sprinkled holy water over the ancient trunk of the oak. An icy shiver coursed through his body as he spoke, and he resisted the growing urge to glance back at his companions.

He gazed upward through the leafy canopy. The silence pressed in around him — no birdsong, no chirping, a detail that might have warned a more seasoned country dweller. This man, a city dweller, was unfamiliar with rural life.

A brisk wind rustled the branches above, and the distant hum of traffic broke the oppressive stillness. It was early evening; the earth beneath his polished shoes was damp, and a creeping mist unfurled over the meadow like a ghostly tide.

Edward hated this cursed place, steeped in tales of witchcraft and ancient unholy beliefs. He raised his voice, invoking god to banish the evil that clung to the oak and its shadowed history. As the words left his lips, doubt coiled in his chest. He abhorred the idea of witnesses. He didn’t want anyone to see him fail.

A sharp hiss echoed as he flicked more holy water at the gnarled trunk, causing his breath to hitch. The sound seemed to confirm his fears and
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