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​Prologue
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February 1800...

A cold wind blew snow through the forest as two men pushed onward, dragging their sacks of plundered goods. Having been out poaching for several hours now, Charles Evans and his son Nicholas were ready to get home and warm their hands by the fire. First, though, they needed to navigate the treacherous snowbanks that had built up between the trees.

“Let's hope nobody's out following footprints tonight,” Nicholas said, shivering slightly as the collar of his coat flapped in the wind. “We'd be easy enough to find if -”

“Wait!” Charles said, holding up a hand to silence his son.

“What is it?”

“Have we made a mistake?” Charles whispered, watching the darkness ahead as he tried to make sense of the forest beyond the falling snow. “I was careful, but...”

“What is it?” Nicholas asked again, struggling to take a step forward before stopping again as he realised that he could just about see a shape somewhere up ahead, some kind of shadowy facade looming from the darkness. “I thought we were taking the southern path back home. Why's there a house here?”

“That's not just any house,” Charles told him. “That's Hadlow House.”

“Hadlow... I've heard of that before. Isn't that -”

“No-one has any business going anywhere near that place,” Charles said, and now his voice was gripped tight in the vice of fear. “It's been twenty-five years since any soul ventured even as close as we are now. This snow must have momentarily robbed me of my senses and led me astray. If we're within sight of Hadlow House, we must have veered too far to the north.”

He turned and began to push on in a different direction.

“Come on,” he said. “We'll have to go around.”

“But it's cold,” Nicholas complained, still watching the house. “Couldn't we just break the rules this once?”

Charles stopped and turned to him.

“It's just a house,” Nicholas pointed out with a shrug. “We've never been superstitious people, have we? So why start now?”

“You don't know what you're talking about,” Charles replied. “You're only a young 'un, I bet you don't even remember the trouble that occurred out at that place.”

“All I know is that people tend to go quiet whenever Hadlow House is mentioned,” Nicholas told him. “I know there are supposed to be all these terrible tales associated with the place, but I always assumed that those tales were nothing more than gossip, spread by weak-minded women such as... well, such as Mother, to be honest.”

“Ordinarily I'd agree with you,” Charles said, “but when it comes to Hadlow House things are different.” He turned and looked between the trees again, and once more he saw the dark smudge of the house's outline in the distance. “I remember the day well when men from our village went out to that house and apprehended an American who was plotting against the king. Some good friends died in the service of our country, and I have no doubt that the house itself played some villainous role in the events. Or if not the house, then some dark spirits that lurk within.”

“Now you sound like Mother,” Nicholas suggested. “I know women tend to have these feelings, but I never expected such foolishness from you, Father.”

“There's a fair amount of land attached to the house,” Charles explained, “and I'm no more likely to set foot on the land than I am to approach the house itself. You might not like it, my boy, but I'm afraid we're going to have to go all the way around the edge of the property.”

“But that'll take -”

“And there'll be no arguing about it,” Charles added. “Not this time. I'm older and wiser than you, and you're just going to listen to my advice. Is that clear?”

“Absolutely,” Nicholas replied, even though he felt that his curiosity had been piqued. “I suppose you'd better lead the way, then. I know better than to argue with you, Father, even if I have to admit that part of me wants to march right up to that house and prove that there's nothing nefarious going on.” He began to follow Charles through the snow, as they skirted the perimeter of Hadlow House's land on their way back to Cobblefield. “This is all just a lot of fuss over nothing, if you ask me,” he added. “Shouldn't we have moved beyond this childish nonsense by now? Anyone with half a brain knows that there's no such thing as ghosts or spirits or things that go bump in the night.”

As they walked away, the sound of their footsteps became fainter and fainter. For a few minutes they could still be heard arguing as their feet crunched through the snow, but finally the forest fell still again, save for the gentle rustling of more snow drifting down and landing on the steps that had come before. This part of the forest had long since been abandoned by most of the wildlife, and even the trees had been looking weak and sickly for a while before the snap of cold weather had arrived. A few hundred yards away, a wall marked the edge of Hadlow House's land, and a few hundred yards beyond that stood the house itself, dark and icy cold in the night air. Thick snow blanketed the ground, proving that nobody had gone near the house in quite some time; indeed, nobody had gone near the place since an awful night of death and tragedy twenty-five years earlier.

At one of the downstairs windows, the hint of a woman's figure could be seen on the other side of the dirty and scratched glass.

Still waiting.
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Standing in the kitchen at Cobblefield Stables, Anne Smudge stared down at the dirty pots in the sink and found herself wondering why she'd ever got married in the first place.

She could hear her husband Horace stumbling around drunk in the storeroom. Ten years earlier Horace Smudge had seemed like a decent, dependable man who could be relied upon to take over the Purkiss family business; he'd presented himself as a man of vision, a man of character, and certainly not as a man who liked to drink three pints of ale for breakfast. Gradually, over time, the facade had fallen, to the extent that Anne now found herself contemplating the thought that she'd have been better off remaining unmarried. There were plenty of young men from the village to employ for the hard physical work, and she felt sure that her understanding of the business side of things was equal to whatever vague thoughts drifted through her husband's head. Then again, she knew that if she hadn't married Horace, then she would never have welcomed into her life the one person who made all the hardship worthwhile.

“Mother,” Charlotte said from the doorway, “can I go out and play with Molly?”

Turning, Anne saw her nine-year-old daughter watching with a smile already on her face. Anne remembered herself at that age, but she felt that Charlotte possessed more energy and curiosity than almost anyone else she'd ever encountered. And then, before she could reply to her daughter and tell her that there was no point going out in the snow, they both heard a loud crashing sound coming from the storeroom.

“It's alright!” Horace called out drunkenly. “I just knocked some things over, that's all! No need to worry!”

“You don't want to play with me?” Anne asked, heading over to the table and moving another chess piece. “You'll only understand the rules properly if you actually keep at the game.”

“We'll only play in the lane,” Charlotte continued, having long since learned – even at her tender age – to simply ignore her father whenever he was in such a terrible state. “We won't leave the village, I promise.”

“And why would you even want to go out in the cold?” Anne asked, accepting that chess was of no interest to her daughter.

“It's something to do,” Charlotte replied. “Molly's mother lets her go out.”

“You mustn't stray too far,” Anne told her. “I want to be able to see you whenever I come to the edge of the yard and look out. Is that understood?”

“Of course.”

“And if -”

They both heard a heavy thud coming from the room directly above. They both looked up at the ceiling, and then – when Anne glanced at her daughter again – she saw the fear in the little girl's eyes. In that moment Anne understood something that she had perhaps been trying to ignore for a while now, which was the fact that on certain days it was not Horace at all who caused the most disturbance in the house, and that Charlotte was quite right to want to get away for a few hours.

“Wrap up warm,” Anne said. “I don't want you catching a cold.”

“I won't,” Charlotte replied, already turning and hurrying toward the front door, desperate to go and join her friend.

Anne stood and listened to the sound of Horace struggling to tidy up in the storeroom. That din was troublesome enough, but at least it was mostly harmless. In truth, she was more concerned about the other sound she could hear; looking at the ceiling again, she heard the creaking of a floorboard in one of the bedrooms, and she sighed as she accepted that she was going to have to go and check on her grandmother.

Well, not her grandmother, exactly. But that was how she always thought of the woman.

***
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“Patience?” Anne said softly once she'd pushed open the bedroom door. “Is everything alright up here?”

She looked into the gloomy room and tried to ignore the stale, fusty smell that filled the air. Listening for a few seconds, she heard nothing at all to suggest that there was a problem, although she could already see that the bedclothes had been cast aside from the bed and left to hang down, with the tail of one of the sheets dangling into the metal bedpan that stood next to one of the wooden legs. Anne felt a glimmer of frustration – she'd told Patience to be careful of soiling the sheets in such a manner – but she also knew that frustration was pointless. After all, at such an advanced age, Patience was far beyond the point of understanding such things.

Hearing a shuffling sound, Anne turned and looked into the corner of the room, and she saw that Patience – her ninety-nine-year-old frame dressed in nothing more than a thin nightgown – was looking through some old boxes on one of the dressers.

“Now, what are you doing out of bed?” Anne asked, opting to sound as friendly and cheery as possible as she marched across the room and pulled the curtains open. “Don't you remember that we've talked about this before? You're only going to fall again and hurt yourself. Do you remember when you broke your arm?”

Turning to look across the room, which was now flooded with light, she felt a shudder pass through her chest as she saw Patience glaring back at her. She remembered how Patience had been so strong and sturdy many years earlier, but now her almost blind white eyes glared out from a lined face; her expression was one of shock, with perhaps a trace of confusion added, and thin white hair hung down from a few remaining patches on her scalp. As she watched Patience, Anne felt a rush of sympathy and love for the woman with whom she'd quarrelled so many times when they were both younger, and she knew that the mind in that head was barely even the real Patience.

Had the real Patience ever truly recovered from the loss of Daniel twenty-five years earlier?

“What are you doing there?” Anne asked, taking a step forward.

Patience murmured something unintelligible before turning back to the boxes.

“Can I help?” Anne asked, advancing across the room while trying to see what Patience's thin, liver-spotted hands were doing in one of the boxes. “You know you shouldn't be out of bed like this.”

Again Patience spoke, or at least she tried to speak; whether she actually expected her words to be heard was another matter entirely, for she seemed most of the time to exist entirely in her own little world.

“Is that some of your old jewellery?” Anne asked as she stopped next to her and looked into one of the boxes. She saw a few necklaces and brooches. “Some of those belonged to Great-Grandmother Rose, didn't they?” she continued. “And some to my own mother?”

She waited, wondering how Patience would react to this mention of the past. Sometimes names such as Daniel and Rose seemed to comfort her, but at other times she seemed almost horrified by any mention of the old days. Anne knew that Patience had been born and raised in London, and that she had moved to Cobblefield with her own parents, to live at Hadlow House. She knew that there was no point contemplating any of the other events that had happened so very many years ago, and then – before she had to worry about what she might say next – one of the necklaces slithered out of Patience's shaking hands and fell to the floor.

“Let me get that,” Anne said, crouching down and picking the necklace up, before getting back to her feet and handing it to Patience again. “If -”

“Has anybody gone there?” Patience asked, her voice sounding cracked and dry.

“I don't -”

“Has anybody gone to that house?” Patience asked again.

“No,” Anne replied, knowing full well what she meant. This was, after all, a conversation that occurred almost daily. “You know that. And no-one will.”

“They mustn't,” Patience replied. “She's still there, you know.”

“You don't have to worry about any of this,” Anne told her. “Why don't you let me help you back to bed? I'm making some soup for lunch, and I know you like that.”

“I don't want people to forget,” Patience told her, paying scant attention as Anne put the rest of the jewellery away and took her by the hand. “That must never be allowed to happen.”

“It certainly won't,” Anne said, leading her slowly across the room. “You know you can trust me on that matter.”

“But how can you be sure?” Patience asked.

“You'll just have to trust that I can,” Anne replied.

As they reached the bed, Anne pulled the sheets aside and saw that one had indeed dropped slightly into the bedpan, which needed emptying. She dragged that sheet out from the rest and threw it onto the floor, so that it could be taken down to the washing room, and then she helped Patience ease back down onto the bed.

“I'll be back up with another sheet for you,” she said, before picking up the bedpan and taking a step back. “Don't worry about -”

“Where's Daniel?” Patience replied, her milky white eyes catching glints of the sun from the window. “Can you ask him to come up and see me when he has time? I want to talk to him about that house, we really must find a permanent solution.”

“Grandfather -”

Anne already knew that this was not the right day to try dragging Patience back to reality. In general, she preferred to let her grandmother live in her own world, and she knew the old woman's memories seemed to reset every few hours anyway. Patience was always asking for her long-dead husband, but she never thought that he'd been gone for more than a few hours at a time.

“I'll be back up shortly,” she said, struggling to hold back tears. “Stay in your bed this time. When I come back, I don't want to find you bumbling around on your own. Is that clear?”
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“But where does it all come from?”

Standing on the road outside the village pub, opposite the rotten old hanging posts, Molly looked up into the vast white sky and watched as more and more snow drifted down. She blinked every time a flake landed in her eyes, but she couldn't help simply staring at the bright void that carpeted the sky in every direction.

She turned and saw that Charlotte was using a stick to draw crumbling lines in a pile of snow near the wall.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” Charlotte replied, furrowing her brow. “I wish I were older, though, so that I wouldn't be so bored all the time.”

“But then you'll have to work,” Molly pointed out. “You'll have to get married and keep house for your husband, and he'll expect you to give birth to children.”

“I suppose so,” Charlotte said.

“And all the boys in Cobblefield are ugly,” Molly added, “and I don't expect that any of them will get any more handsome as they grow older.”

“I suppose not.”

“Even if they do,” Molly continued, turning and looking at the windows of The Shoemaker, “they'll just drink too much like every other man here.”

She listened to the sound of voices coming from inside the pub, and then she turned to Charlotte again.

“Your father's a good example of that,” she pointed out. “My father says that yours is a horrid drunk who's good for nothing. He says he's never seen a man who's so poor at just about any task he turns his hand to, and he says the only reason Horace isn't destitute and on the streets is because he married into your mother's family. And at least they own the stables, and...”

Her voice trailed off.

“And a house outside the village,” she added.

“I suppose so.”

“I've heard strange stories about that house,” Molly continued. “Some people say it's haunted.”

“I suppose so.”

“Is that all you've got to say about anything?” Molly asked, stepping closer. “I've heard that no-one has been near that house in more than a thousand years, because they're all scared of that ghost that lives there.” She watched Charlotte's face for a reaction. “Apparently the ghost is really scary and mean, and anyone who looks into its eyes is cursed to eternal damnation.”

Charlotte shrugged.

“Do you want to go and see?” Molly added.

Charlotte turned to her.

“Why not?” Molly continued. “There's nothing else to do in this boring village. You said it yourself, you don't want to be bored all the time, so why not take matters into your own hands?” Spotting movement nearby, she turned and saw Peter Finch – a boy she knew from church – walking along the street. “Hey, Peter,” she called out, “do you want to do something fun?”

“Like what?” Peter asked, stopping nearby with his hands in his pockets. “Play with sticks in the snow? That doesn't seem like much fun to me.”

“I'm not talking about that,” Molly replied. “I'm talking about something that's much more fun. Did you know that Charlotte's family own a big scary house outside the village?”

Peter shook his head.

“Well?” Molly continued with a mischievous glint in her eye. “Why don't we go and see for ourselves?”

***
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As more snow fell, the three children made their way to the bottom of the sloping road that led out toward the north-west of the village. They stopped, all three of them watching the forest, and for a few seconds they seemed to be each privately contemplating the enormity of the trek that lay ahead of them.

“It's not that far,” Molly said.

“How do you know?” Peter asked, before picking up a stone from the ground. He examined it, and then he slipped it into a cloth bag he took from his pocket.

“What's that for?” Charlotte asked.

“I keep the ones I like,” he told her shyly. “I just like collecting them.”

“Do you know how far it is?” Molly said, turning to Charlotte.

Charlotte merely shook her head.

“Why not?” Molly continued. “Doesn't your family own the house?”

“That doesn't mean I know anything about it,” Charlotte said, and now she sounded less comfortable than before. “I promised my mother that I wouldn't go too far from home and -”

“Your mother's always too busy dealing with your drunk father,” Molly pointed out, cutting her off. “Everyone knows that's true. Don't they, Peter?”

“I heard that Horace Smudge hasn't been sober for one second in the last ten years,” Peter said. “That's what people are telling each other.”

“He's not that bad,” Charlotte replied, although deep down she knew that he was right.

“We have to follow the road,” Molly told them, returning her attention to the forest, “and then find a dirty little track that leads off between the trees. I heard someone talking about it once. After we find that track, we follow it and eventually we'll come to a big wall and a gate, and that's Hadlow House. I'm bored of waiting. Only scared little children wait. Are you two coming with me, or not?”

“I'm going to go home,” Charlotte told her.

“Are you too scared?”

“No!”

“Then why aren't you coming?” Molly asked, before turning to Peter. “What about you? Are you a scared little girl like Charlotte?”

“No!” he protested, although he appeared slightly hesitant, as if he knew that he'd agreed to something unnerving. “I mean... I just don't see that there's any point in going out there. If there's no-one living in the house, it's just a big boring pile of bricks.”

“If that's true, then there's no reason to be scared,” Molly said, fixing him with a pointed stare. Trying to read between the lines, she watched him carefully. “You don't have to come, Peter,” she added, “but if you don't, I'll tell everyone that you were too afraid.”

“I'm not afraid!”

“Then let's go,” she continued, stepping forward and starting to make her way along the road. “You don't want to still be there when it gets dark, do you? I know I don't, so let's hurry up!”

Peter opened his mouth to call after her, but he quickly reasoned that there was no point. He hesitated, and then with a sigh he set off.

“Come on,” he said to Charlotte. “Let's just get this over with.”

“I don't think it's a good idea,” Charlotte replied, but she already knew that the time had come to make a decision. She was deeply regretting her decision to leave the house, and she couldn't help worrying that she was about to get in a lot of trouble, but at the same time she also wanted to impress her friends.

Peering over her shoulder, she looked at the village and then – making a split-second decision – she hurried off after Molly and Peter.

“Wait for me!” she called out, already struggling up the sloping road. “Can you please wait for me? Hey, shouldn't we all do this together?”

Once she caught up to Peter, she slowed to match his pace. Her ankles were already aching and she knew she was making a big mistake, but she told herself that she was sick and tired of being mostly ignored by the other children in the village. People already gossiped enough about her family – about her drunk father and her crazy great-grandmother and about the weird house in the forest – and she wanted to prove that she was more normal. She wanted to show everyone that she was just like them.

“How long's it going to take to get to this house?” Peter asked.

“Tired already?” Molly called back to him.

“I just want to know!”

“It'll take as long as it takes,” she replied. “Two hours, I think, if we don't make any mistakes and end up lost. I bet you don't want to get lost in this forest, do you?”

“This house had better be worth it,” Peter said, keeping his voice so low that only Charlotte could hear him. “It'd better be really spooky and really scary and worth the effort. It probably won't be, though. It'll probably just be a big disappointment, like everything else anywhere near this stupid village.”

Keeping her thoughts to herself, Charlotte simply focused on keeping up with her two friends. She knew that the house was waiting out there somewhere in the forest, and she just hoped that they could get close and then immediately turn around. Looking over her shoulder, she told herself that hopefully her mother would be far too busy to realise that she was even gone. After all, for as long as she could remember, she'd always been told that no member of her family was ever allowed to go anywhere near Hadlow House ever again.
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“And I've told you before,” Anne said as she stood at the front door of Cobblefield Stables, “it's not for sale.”

“Perhaps I haven't been sufficiently clear,” Mr. Wadsworth said, before clearing his throat. “I don't suppose your husband might be home soon, might he? This sort of business is best discussed between men.”

“I'm the owner of Hadlow House,” she reminded him, “and I'm perfectly able to listen to your foolish offers and give you an answer. Which I've already done.”

“You won't get a better offer,” Mr. Wadsworth continued, struggling to remain polite. “If you think you can hold out -”

“Let me spell this out in a way that you can't fail to comprehend,” she said, interrupting him. “Hadlow House is not for sale, and that isn't going to change. There's no need for you to lecture me on the value of the property, or the value of the land, or anything like that. When I took ownership of the house from my grandmother, I explicitly promised her that I would never let it be sold, and there's nothing you can do to make me go against my word.”

“The money -”

“The money is inconsequential.”

“I still think that I should speak to your husband,” he told her. “He might have a more... sophisticated understanding of the transaction that I'm proposing. My client -”

“Your client will have to look elsewhere,” she said, cutting him off yet again. “Mr. Wadsworth, this is the third time you have come to my door in as many months, and I have told you the same thing on each occasion. I don't mean to be rude, but if you come again I shall simply refuse to answer when you knock. As for my husband, you might well linger and try to talk to him without me, but I can assure you that he will have no better luck trying to persuade me to change my mind. He has already tried and failed numerous times.”

“If -”

“Good day, Mr. Wadsworth,” she added, taking a step back and putting a hand on the side of the door. “I am about to close this,” she told him. “Please, to avoid any risk that I might seem rude, turn and walk away.”

She shut the door anyway. She leaned forward and gently rested her forehead against the wood, and she breathed a sigh of relief as she heard the infernal man walking away across the yard. She had tried being subtle with him, she had tried being direct, and now she had tried being rude. She could only hope that he and his mysterious client would finally get the message.

“Are you sure you haven't made a mistake?” Horace asked.

Turning, she saw him watching her from the kitchen.

“We could use the money for the business,” he continued, “and if we're honest, we both know that there's not anything actually dangerous in that house. And if you're worried about old Patience, I really don't think there's any need. It's not like she actually knows what's happening in the world anyway, so she doesn't even have to find out. She's about as sane as a box of squirrels.”

“I have work to do,” she replied, turning and pushing past him on her way into the kitchen. “As do you, if you're sober enough. Have you seen Charlotte, by the way? She's supposed to be playing out in the lane.”

“Anne, the money would -”

“I'm not talking about it again,” she said as she stopped at the sink. “And you're wrong about Patience. You think she wouldn't know, but she would. Don't ask me how it works, but she'd sense it somehow. I would never, ever dare to even try to hide something like that from her, and I would like you to remember that next time before you speak.”

She paused to look out the window, watching the rear yard.

“She'd know,” she said. “When it comes to that house, she'd always know if it was in any way disturbed.”

***
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“She's mad, is what she is,” Horace grumbled as he sat in The Shoemaker and contemplated his pint of ale. “All that money just waiting to be given to us, and all she has to do is sign over the deeds to that house, but will she? Hell, of course she won't. She's just being stubborn!”

“I've known that family for a while,” his friend James Leash said, sitting slumped at the next stool. “There's something wrong with them when it comes to Hadlow House. They've got a blind spot.”

“It's not right,” Horace replied. “A house like that shouldn't just sit empty, not when a proper family could be enjoying it. I'm not even fussing solely about the money; it'd be nice but I'm not a greedy man.” He took another sip of ale. “I'm thinking more about other people, you see. I'm sure there's a lovely family who'd just love to slide in and make that house their own. Why should they be denied? Just because of some local superstitious nonsense?”

“I've heard it's a bit more than that,” James pointed out. “I've never been up there myself, but you hear stories about -”

“You hear stories about all sorts of things,” Horace replied, cutting him off. “Do I look like an idiot to you? Don't waste my time with those old wives' tales. That house is a fortune waiting to be had, and I don't see why I should have to scrimp and save my way through life when there's all that money just dangling there in front of us. All because of that Patience woman.”

“You mean your wife's grandmother?”

“She's almost a century old,” he explained. “Doesn't that strike anyone as being too much of a life? Who needs to live that long, anyway? She's out of her mind, she can barely even aim at the bedpan properly. There's no dignity for her, she ought to...”

“Ought to what?” James asked.

“I'm just saying that I'm sure Patience, if she could see herself sensibly, would agree that the time has come for her to shuffle off this mortal coil. She's only holding things back, anyway, and creating a nuisance.” He thought about the idea. “You know, if she was out of the way, I'm certain I'd be able to talk Anne around and get her to do the right thing. It's just that stupid old hag in the bedroom upstairs who's causing all the problems. How fair is that?”

“Doesn't sound very fair to me,” James replied.

Horace glanced around, to make sure that nobody was eavesdropping, and then he leaned closer to his friend.

“How long do you think the old bird's got left?” he asked. “A year? Two? She's been clinging on for a while now, so would it really make any difference if she happened to have an unfortunate accident right now? She's holding the entire family back, and Anne's just too stubborn to see it. If you think of it that way, you could even argue that Anne's unnecessarily torturing poor Patience by trying to keep her alive long past her prime.”

“Perhaps you shouldn't tell me the rest,” James added warily. “At least that way, I won't be burdened by any kind of guilt.”

“You make a good point,” Horace told him. “Mark my words, though, that old woman's days are numbered.” He took another sip of ale, and already he felt the first stages of a plan starting to come together. “I'm actually a very nice fellow,” he added. “I hate to see someone suffer like that. Truly, I think the only decent thing would be to help end old Patience's suffering.”

James began to talk to two other men who had just entered the bar, but Horace was barely aware of anyone or anything around him. Instead, his mind was racing as he tried to come up with a foolproof plan, and he was starting to think that there was no point delaying matters any longer. And after a couple more seconds, he realised that he knew exactly how he was going to help hasten Patience toward her demise.

“It's not about the money,” he promised himself. “It's about doing the right thing.”
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​Chapter Four
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“Are you sure we're not lost?” Peter asked, sounding increasingly frustrated as he and Charlotte followed Molly through the forest, struggling through the snow. “I don't think we should go any further. I think we should just turn back and go home.”

“You're so scared all the time,” Molly said, taunting him as she continued to lead the way. “We're not lost, it's just taking longer than it should, that's all.”

“I don't know why I keep getting myself into situations like this,” Peter said, before turning to Charlotte and watching her face as they walked. “What's wrong with you, anyway? I don't think you've said a single word since we left the village.”

“I don't think we should be doing this,” she said softly.

“Why not? Because of your family?”

He stopped and picked up another small stone, quickly slipping it into his bag.

“Because there's something bad in the house,” Charlotte admitted.

“Do you really believe that?” he asked. “I mean, hand on heart, do you truly believe all the stories that people tell about the place?”

“I don't know,” she said shyly, although she quickly reasoned that she should probably be more honest. “I suppose so.”

“I think it's just a bit of fun,” he told her. “It's a way for people to scare themselves, so you shouldn't take any of it too seriously. You're just unlucky that it's your family that's at the centre of it, that's all. Do you think you'll get into a lot of trouble if your mother and father find out that you've been out here?”

“I definitely will,” she admitted.

“Then you're the bravest one out of the three of us,” he suggested. “I think the -”

“We've found it!” Molly called out, stopping a few paces ahead and pointing past the trees. “Look, over there! That's the gate!”

Charlotte wanted to tell her that she was wrong, but she quickly saw the name Hadlow House in metal lettering over a large gate built into a brick wall. She felt a shudder run through her body as she realised her last hope – that they'd never find the house at all – had been dashed, and she instinctively clenched and then unclenched her fists as she battled against a strong desire to turn around and run away.

“See?” Molly said triumphantly. “I told you we weren't lost! Come on!”

She raced ahead, hurrying toward the gate as if this was the most exciting day of her life. Peter hesitated, clearly more concerned, before setting off after her, and after a few seconds Charlotte began to follow as well. Every step felt terribly heavy, and she still wanted to stop, but she found herself clinging to a new hope that perhaps the house would turn out not to be scary at all. As she reached the gate and looked through at Hadlow House, however, she saw its darkened facade.

“Look at it,” Molly said, placing her hands on the gate's metal bars as she peered through into the overgrown garden. “Just sitting here for all this time, completely empty. Well, empty except for the ghosts.”

“There aren't any ghosts,” Charlotte said.

“Then what are you afraid of?” Molly asked.

“Don't you think it's weird?” Peter replied. “Look at the windows. Imagine if there really was a ghost in there. Would he or she be watching us right now?”

“Probably,” Molly told him, keeping her eyes fixed on the house. “I suppose they've been bored ever since the last person came here. There can't be much to do when you're a ghost.” She turned the handle and pushed the gate open, causing the rusty hinges to creak slowly. “Well,” she added, “if the ghosts didn't know that we were here before, I bet they do now. They must have heard the gate just now.” She turned to Charlotte and Peter. “So you're coming with me, aren't you?” she added. “Please, tell me you wouldn't let me go over to the house all by myself.”

***
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A couple of minutes later, having picked their way along the path that was barely visible beneath so much snow, the three children reached the front of the house. They stopped, looking at the ominous front door, and then Molly walked over to one of the windows.

“Be careful!” Charlotte called after her.

“Why?”

Cupping her hands around her eyes, Molly leaned against the glass and tried to look inside.

“I can't see anything at all,” she complained. “It's so dark in there, there could be somebody standing right on the other side of this glass right now, and I don't think I'd be able to see them.”

“Let's hope there isn't anyone there,” Peter murmured.

“It seems so still,” Molly continued, stepping back and looking at the upstairs windows. “Can't you feel that in the air? It's like you can tell that the house isn't moving at all. I know houses don't really move anyway, but this is something else, it's like... I suppose it might be like when someone's breathing and then they stop, and suddenly something that should be moving... isn't.” She turned to the others. “Does that make sense?”

“Shouldn't we go now?” Charlotte asked awkwardly.

“Go?” Molly stared at her incredulously before taking a step closer. “Are you out of your mind? We went to all the trouble of finding this place, we can't just walk away now.”

“I'm going to be in so much trouble when I get home,” Charlotte told her.

“Oh, please,” Molly said, rolling her eyes, “why does that even matter? You're not scared of your parents, are you? Your father's a drunk, so he won't care, and your mother will be too busy preparing dinner. Trust me, they'll probably both be glad that you're occupied for the afternoon.”

“I don't like it here,” Charlotte said, looking at one of the other windows and imagining a figure standing in the darkness. “Something doesn't feel right.”

“That's probably the ghost watching you,” Molly replied, stepping over to the front door and giving it a try, only to find that it wouldn't budge. “Your family's connected to this house, so it makes sense that the ghost would recognise you.” She turned to Charlotte. “It probably sensed you coming long before we even got here.”

“That's not true!” Charlotte said.

“How do you know? I think it sounds very true. How old is this ghost supposed to be, anyway? I bet it's been here for a long time, and it's probably been waiting for someone from your family to show up. Your weird great-grandmother lived here once, didn't she? Before she went mad, I mean. So there's a lot of family history for you tied into this place, and only an idiot would deny that. Are you an idiot, Charlotte?”

“No!”

“Calm down,” Molly chuckled, “there's no need to react like that. I'm not trying to be mean, I just wanted to point something out to you, that's all.”

“We shouldn't argue,” Peter said, as more snow continued to fall. “We came here, like we promised we would, but Charlotte's right. We should turn around now.”

“Not before we go inside,” Molly replied.

“No,” Charlotte said, shaking her head. “That's too much.”

“I'm going to look for a back door,” Molly said, picking her way through the snow as she struggled to get round to the side of the house. “There has to be one, and then we can explore the inside of the house. If you two are too scared, you can wait out here or you can go home. I don't mind. But I'm going to take a look inside, because I want to see exactly what's waiting in there.”

“She doesn't really believe there's a ghost,” Peter said as Molly disappeared around the corner, although her footsteps could still be heard crunching through the snow. “If she did, she wouldn't be so desperate to get inside. She's just trying to show off.”

“I really don't like being here,” Charlotte told him. “It's not just because I was told not to, it's because I feel like there's something really wrong. I can't explain it, but it's almost like there's something hanging in the air, almost like it's trying to warn us to turn around.”

“We'll go soon,” he told her, before placing a hand on her shoulder. “I promise.”

“Can't we go now?”

“We should go and find Molly,” he replied, pulling his hand away and turning to walk off around to the back of the house. “She'll never shut up if we don't join her. You know what she's like, she always wants to show off and pretend that she's better than everyone else, and she'll be completely insufferable if she goes into this house and we wait outside. You know I'm right, Charlotte. Come on, let's just follow her for a few more minutes and then we can tell her we're going home.”

Left standing alone in front of the house, Charlotte hesitated. She desperately wanted to leave immediately, but she knew that she had to keep proving herself for a while longer. Reluctantly, she began to follow the others, walking carefully in their footsteps in an effort to make her passage through the snow a little easier.
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​Chapter Five
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“Mr. Wadsworth!” Horace called out, hurrying across the road and catching the older man just as he was about to climb up into his carriage. “Sir, might I speak with you?”

“That very much depends upon the nature of your business,” Mr. Wadsworth replied, turning to him with a sceptical scowl on his face. “Who are you and what do you want?”

“My name is Horace Smudge,” he explained, holding out a hand. “I believe you might have visited my wife Anne today at our home.”

“Ah, of course,” Mr. Wadsworth replied, shaking his hand with a degree of caution. “I must say that your wife is a very obstinate woman. I made her a very good offer, yet again, but she turned me down. I had hoped to speak with the man of the house, but I was informed that you were out.” He looked Horace up and down, while making no effort to hide his disdain. “Do I detect the aroma of stale ale?”

“You are absolutely right about my wife,” Horace told him. “She is stubborn, but fortunately I have certain tricks for winning her over.”

“That might be the case,” Mr. Wadsworth told him, “but I have visited her on three occasions now, and I am afraid that she has consistently turned me down. I must return to my client and inform him that he'll have to look elsewhere for a property in this part of Kent.”

“Let us not be too hasty,” Horace replied. “You seem like an intelligent man who knows the way the world works. I am sure, too, that you know women can be difficult to handle, but I know how to bring Anne around to my way of thinking. Please, I beg you not to give up on the purchase of Hadlow House. What would you say if I told you that, if you were to come back in one week's time, you would receive a much more grateful welcome?”

“Are you proposing to force your wife to sell that house?”

“Force is a strong word,” Horace told him. “I aim merely to... encourage her to see things from a different point of view. And I am quite sure that by the time I am finished, I shall be able to grease the wheels of any deal.”

“I would require more certainty than that.”

“Then let me be plainer,” Horace continued. “I guarantee, Mr. Wadsworth, that if you return to Cobblefield in one week's time I shall have my wife ready to sell Hadlow House. For a fair price, of course. And then everyone will be happy.”

“You are sure that you can do this?”

“You have my word on the matter, sir,” Horace told him. “There is shortly to be a change of circumstances in our household, one that will allow me to assert my authority with a little more determination.”

***
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“Anne?” Horace called out, standing in the front door at Cobblefield Stables and listening to the silence of the house. “My dear, are you at home?”

He waited, but he knew that in all likelihood Anne was out fetching various items from the nearby shops. Her routine was fairly easy to predict, and he supposed that she would be gone for at least one hour, since she always liked to stop and exchange gossip with anyone she met in the street. He hesitated, just to be sure that his wife wasn't about to emerge from one of the back rooms, and then he shut the door and made his way over to the foot of the stairs.

Again he stopped and listened, and again he heard nothing. He knew, however, that the house was not empty, for Patience had not left the place in more than two decades. She was up there somewhere, perhaps sleeping or perhaps simply pacing around in her room, but he had no doubt whatsoever that she was up to something, and after a few seconds he began to make his way up the staircase while putting the finishing touches to his great plan.

“Poor old Patience,” he said. “What a wretched life to have to live, suffering so much pain day in and day out. Someone ought to put her out of all this misery.”

Reaching the landing, he looked at the door to Patience's room. Part of him wanted to wait, and to perhaps make sure his plan was perfect, but at the same time he supposed that there was no point delaying things. Besides, he'd already persuaded Mr. Wadsworth to return just one week later, and he knew that he'd need time after Patience's death to talk Anne around, so as he stepped toward the door and turned the handle he told himself to act quickly and decisively.

As soon as he looked into the room, he saw that Patience was in her bed.

“There you are!” he said, trying to sound jolly and happy as he walked over and pulled the sheets off. “How are you doing today, Patience? Would you like to get up and come for a short walk?”

Looking up at him, Patience opened her mouth as if she was about to say something, but for a few seconds she seemed startled.

“That's right,” Horace continued, grabbing her hands, then starting to pull her up. “You can't sit around in your room all day like this, that's no way to live your life. Don't you want to move around?”

“What do you want from me?” Patience said as he hauled her onto her feet and began to lead her toward the door. “Where's Anne?”

“Oh, don't you worry about Anne,” he replied, still trying to sound kind and friendly. “Anne's busy doing all the things a wife's supposed to do. You raised her very well, didn't you? She's a real credit to you, Patience. I hope you know that long after you're gone, we're all going to think back very fondly to our time spent with you.”

“Where are you taking me?” she asked as they stepped out onto the landing and began to make their way toward the top of the stairs. “I don't know that I feel up to this.”

“You'll be fine,” he told her. “You're tougher than you look, aren't you? Everyone always treats you as if you're some delicate thing, but I reckon there's more fight in you, Patience. Just because you're an old lady, that doesn't mean you haven't got some fight in you.”

“I'm so tired,” she complained. “Where's Daniel?”

“Your late husband?” He chuckled. “Well, you might see him rather soon.”

“I don't want to go anywhere,” she said, stopping and trying to turn back to go to her room. “I want to rest until Anne comes home.”

“You don't really want to do that,” he replied, pulling her back toward the top of the stairs and then stepping behind her. “Do you know what you could do with, Patience? More confidence. And it's funny that you mentioned old Daniel there, because from what Anne tells me you and him were properly in love. What's that like? I must confess, sometimes I wonder whether love's a real thing at all.”

Again Patience tried to pull away, but Horace was able to manoeuvre her properly into place at the top of the staircase, and then he pushed her hands down as she tried to support herself against the railing.

“Thank you for everything you've done for this family, Patience,” he said through gritted teeth, holding her arms down at her sides with more force now, and no longer trying too hard to hide his intentions. “As I told you, you'll always be remembered with such fondness, and I'll make sure that you're buried close to your mother and father in the graveyard at St. Leonard's. I just hope you understand that today you're doing one last thing that'll make sure your family is always taken care of.”

“Wait,” she replied, “I want -”

Before she could finish, Horace shoved her hard in the back, sending her toppling over. Patience tumbled down the stairs, slamming against several of the steps with force until she landed at the bottom in a crumpled, motionless heap. Horace stood at the top, watching her with a calm expression on his face, and after a few more seconds he saw that she was still not moving at all.

“I'm sorry, Patience,” he said, “but that had to be done. And now we can move on with our lives, and we don't have to worry about any more silliness regarding that stupid Hadlow House.”
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​Chapter Six
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“Why's it locked?” Molly asked, trying the back door yet again before stepping away and looking at the windows. “Why bother when no-one wants to come out here anyway?”

“Can we go now?” Charlotte said, standing further away. “Please?”

“I could break a window,” Molly said, picking up a small stone from the ground and taking some more steps back, preparing her aim. “No-one apart from us will know it was me.”

“I really don't think you should do this,” Peter told her.

“Shut up,” she said, looking at the kitchen window as she prepared to strike. She swallowed hard, trying to summon the necessary courage, and then at the last second she sighed heavily and let the stone fall to the ground. “Fine,” she said, turning to the others, “you win. I suppose I shouldn't cause any actual damage. One of you would only rat me out eventually.”

“We wouldn't!” Charlotte protested.

“Nice try, but I know differently,” Molly told her. “You wouldn't be able to live with the guilt, would you? You'd feel compelled to tell someone eventually.”

“I wouldn't,” Charlotte replied, although she knew that Molly probably had a point.

They stood in silence, each contemplating the gloomy rear of the house. Having been abandoned for a quarter of a century, Hadlow House appeared rundown and terribly neglected, with twenty-five years' worth of bad weather having left the windows pocked and dirty, while the wood around the frames had begun to rot. Snow was packed against the house on all sides, and in some areas the walls even showed early signs of damp, while the falling snow hinted at even colder conditions on the other side of the dark, slightly swollen back door.

“Maybe we shouldn't have come out here after all,” Molly said warily, as if even she had been struck by some dark hidden aspect of the house's appearance. “Come on, we should get home while it's still light.”

She turned and began to trudge back around the house, stepping carefully into the pits made earlier by her own feet in the snow, and Charlotte and Peter quickly followed. The sound of their footsteps crunching into the snow rang out in the open clearing, emphasising the stillness all around, and as they reached the front of the house Charlotte had begun to notice that she could hear no other signs of life. She glanced at the trees and wondered whether there were even any birds in the area. All that moved, as far as she could see, was the slowly falling snow.

Bumping against Peter from behind, she turned to him and saw that he'd stopped to look at the front of the house. Molly had done the same, and Charlotte furrowed her brow.

“Are we going?” she asked.

“Wasn't that...”

Molly's voice drifted off.

“Wasn't that closed before?” she asked.

Turning, Charlotte saw that Hadlow House's front door – which had been so resolutely shut earlier, seemingly locked – was now standing wide open, revealing the darkness of the hallway inside.

“That was closed before,” Molly continued. “I tried it lots of times. It was locked.”

“You must have been wrong,” Peter told her.

“It wouldn't open!” she insisted, keeping her eyes fixed on the doorway. “I'm telling you, it was locked!”

“It can't have been,” Peter said. “You're just -”

“It was locked!” she said, before starting to push through the snow again, making her way toward the steps in front of the door. “It must have swung open by itself somehow. A gust of wind might have done it.”

“Must have been a strong gust of wind,” Peter pointed out, before setting off after her.

“There isn't any wind,” Charlotte said. She looked around, waiting for even the slightest hint of wind to prove her wrong, and then she turned to see that Molly and Peter were both peering in through the front door. “Aren't we going home?” she called out to them, even though she already sensed that she'd lost the argument again. “Molly? Peter? Didn't we just say we were all going to go home before it gets dark? Didn't you say that was a good idea?”

She waited, but her frustration was growing. Molly stepped fully into the doorway, framed against the darkness within.

“I can see the stairs!” she called out.

“I think I can too,” Peter said, stepping up behind her. “It's really spooky in there.”

“We said we were going home now,” Charlotte reminded them, as she struggled to keep tears from her eyes. “You promised!”

She waited, but Molly soon stepped forward and disappeared into the house, followed almost immediately by Peter.

“Don't do that!” Charlotte said, before looking around again as she realised that she'd been left all alone. She desperately wanted to turn and walk away, but she was far too scared to go through the forest alone so she hurried toward the front of the house and looked through the open front door.

She saw Molly walking toward the bottom of the staircase, and a fraction of a second later she heard a low bumping sound coming from the floor.

“This board is really loose,” Molly said, testing the same spot a couple more times and producing the same sound. “It sounds so loud when there are no other sounds.”

“You've been inside now,” Charlotte pointed out. “That's what you came to do, and you've done it, so -”

“Listen to it,” Molly continued, pushing the same loose floorboard over and over. “It really wobbles!”

“Stop that,” Charlotte said, worried that somehow the loose board was going to ring out throughout the entire house and wake someone up. “You shouldn't do it!”

“Why not?” Molly asked, turning to her with a smile while still pushing on the board.

“Because it's loud!”

“Why does that matter?”

“You might upset someone!”

“Who?” Molly asked, taking extra care to push the board harder than ever. “Who are you worried I might upset, Charlotte?”

“Please just stop!” Charlotte sobbed, as tears began to run down her face. “Molly, please!”

“You're so funny,” Molly said, before pulling her foot away from the board, allowing the house to return to its former silence. “I didn't mean to make you cry,” she added, although she was still clearly amused by the situation. “I didn't know you were that much of a little baby.”

“I'm not a little baby,” Charlotte replied, wiping tears from her cheeks. “I just don't think you should have done that. That's all.”

“What's in here?” Peter asked, stepping through one of the other doorways and entering a room to the right. “It's really hard to see.”

“Can we please go now?” Charlotte asked.

“Wait outside if you're too scared,” Molly told her, before following Peter. “That's a lot of boxes,” she could be heard saying from inside the room. “What do you think's in them all?”

Charlotte waited, desperately not wanting to actually enter the house. She looked across the hallway and saw no sign of anyone, then she looked up the stairs and saw nothing at all in the darkness. Hearing the faintest sound of a snapping twig, she turned and looked back out across the snow-covered garden; she waited for a few seconds, and now her heart was racing. She knew she didn't want to go into the house, of course, but she was also far too scared to be alone, so she stepped across the threshold and made her way to the door on the right, where she stopped as soon as she saw – in the gloom – Molly and Peter examining a pile of boxes in the corner of what appeared to be some kind of study.

“I wonder who left these here,” Peter said, trying to pull the top off one of the boxes, only to find that it was held on far too tightly. “They look very old.”

“Everything here's very old,” Molly observed, looking around the room. “And dirty. And untidy. It looks like no-one tidied up before they left. Wasn't there some kind of fight here? I'm sure someone mentioned a gun fight with an American man who wanted to blow up the king. Something like that, anyway.”

“It doesn't matter what happened here in the past,” Charlotte told them, almost begging her friends now to leave. “It's all done and over. Can't we please leave, though? I'm scared of not getting home while it's still light.”

“Listen to the stupid little girl,” Molly replied. “We're going to have a look around now we're here, Charlotte. There's obviously nothing here, not even a ghost. Honestly, what's the worst that could possibly happen?”
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​Chapter Seven
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Too scared to even breathe, Anne pulled back into the darkness of the small cupboard into which she'd just crawled. Having scurried around trying to find somewhere to hide, and having occasionally spotted a glimpse of the terrifying woman, she had now taken refuge in one of the low cupboards in the kitchen's far corner. There was barely enough space for her to squeeze into, but she'd just about managed to pull the door shut and now she was praying that she hadn't been spotted.

A moment later she heard the slow, low creaking sound of a nearby door being pushed open.

“Please,” Anne said silently, hoping that somehow she might be heard by some higher power, “get me out of here.”

Now, twenty-five years after that terrifying day when she'd been trapped in Hadlow House, Anne Smudge sat on a pew at the back of St. Leonard's Church with her hands clasped together in prayer. She'd never truly been able to put those awful events out of her mind for long, but for the most part she'd been able to battle against them and push them to the very back of her mind; now, however, she found that for some reason they were threatening to burst back into her thoughts with renewed strength, and she had stepped into the church in the hope of finding some new inner strength.

Yet the memories persisted...

“My child,” she heard a cold, dead voice saying finally, drifting through to her from so many years earlier, “why do you run from me like this? Don't you know that it's futile?”

Reaching up, Anne clamped a trembling hand over her own mouth, trying to make sure that she couldn't let out another inadvertent scream.

Startled, Anne realised now that she had done the same thing; entirely involuntarily, she had clamped a hand over her own mouth, twenty-five years after she had made the same move while hiding in that cupboard. This time, she even felt fresh tears filling her eyes, and she leaned forward in the pew. Her entire body shook as she found the memories of that shocking day starting to overtake her senses.

“My dear?”

Turning, she looked up and saw a man standing next to her in the church, although she had to blink a couple of times before she recognised him as Father Walker, the priest who had taken over from Father Brown some years earlier.

“I was working in one of the rooms at the back,” Father Walker told her, “and I thought I heard that somebody was out here. Do you mind if I join you, or would you rather be alone?”

“Father, please,” she replied, “I would welcome your kind advice.”

Smiling gently, Father Walker took a seat on the end of the pew and looked toward the altar. They both sat in silent contemplation, although Anne was still sniffing back tears as she struggled to contain her fears.

“This is a very calm place, is it not?” Father Walker observed. “I find that the mere act of sitting here can often make all the worries of the world seem less... insistent, somehow.” He turned to her. “My child, what troubles you?”

“It's...”

Her voice trailed off.

“I know a little of your family's history,” he told her. “Father Brown used to tell me of the local community. I have never broached the subject with you directly before, because I was not sure whether it was something you wanted to talk about.”

“I don't know why it's affecting me today,” she replied. “I can usually forget about it, more or less, but in the past hour or so it has all returned unbidden to the very front of my thoughts. Why is that, Father?”

“Has something else perhaps unsettled you?”

“I can think of nothing.”

“You are a good, churchgoing woman, Anne Smudge,” he told her. “I know there are certain... difficulties... concerning your husband, but you navigate such challenges in a manner that I am sure pleases the Lord. It is not my place to interfere in your ways, but I might suggest that any misgivings you currently feel might be connected to doubts or concerns you might have about certain people who are in your life.”

“My grandmother always feared that something from Hadlow House could reach out to us here in the village,” she told him, worried that she might yet be broaching an irreligious and sinful subject. “I mostly dismissed such concerns, but now I find myself worrying...”

“Then pray,” he replied. “The Lord will keep you safe, Anne Smudge, so long as you pray for guidance. And I can assure you, it is my deeply held belief that you will be protected and guided for as long as you keep the Lord's words in your thoughts.”

“But is it wrong of me to consider the possibility?” she asked, her voice filled with fear now. “The possibility that this evil exists in Hadlow House, and that it could reach out to us, and that it could harm us in some way, is... is that counter to everything the Lord teaches us?”

“There are matters we cannot truly understand,” he told her, with a hint of darkness in his expression. “We must simply trust in the Lord. He will keep us safe.”
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Standing opposite The Shoemaker, barely noticing the snow that continued to fall all around her, Anne stared up at the hanging posts. These posts had been in the village since long before she was born, although she could only remember having seen them used once.

“Good afternoon,” Eleanor Finch said, making her way past. “Lost in contemplation, are you?”

Anne turned to her, and she wasn't quite sure what to say, not even to a woman she considered to be a good friend.

“I know the feeling,” Eleanor said. “I heard your Horace was out again last night, raising his voice and singing all the way home. I don't know how you manage to put up with him. I don't suppose you've seen my young Peter, have you? I sent him out to do a few things, but as usual he seems to have become distracted and gone off with some other boys.”

“I haven't seen him,” Anne replied, “or my Charlotte, for that matter. No doubt they're getting up to some mischief together.”

“I shall have his father punish him when he gets home,” Eleanor said, although she seemed amused as she turned and continued on her way. “These children are so very difficult to control, are they not? I'm sure I was much better behaved when I was their age.”

“Me too,” Anne said, before turning to look up at the hanging posts again. “I fear -”

Suddenly she saw a rotten body hanging from one of the posts. A man's dead face was staring down at her; his features had been picked clean by the crows, and his eyes bulged from their sockets as the rope pulled tighter and tighter around his neck. Realising that this was the same dead man she had seen hanging from the post when she was a child, an American who had been caught by some of the local men, Anne nevertheless took a step back even as she tried to convince herself that she was imagining things. Unable to look any longer, she turned away as the stench of rotten flesh filled her nostrils. For a few seconds this stench remained, before passing
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