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Some secrets should stay buried. Some won’t let you leave.

All her life, Rachel has wanted one thing – to meet the mother who abandoned her as a baby. Now, at last, her search leads her to the remote and decaying Harlham Hall, where she comes face-to-face with Bernard Cassidy and his ailing wife, Evelyn.

But something is wrong inside those walls. Evelyn drifts in and out of confused memories, Bernard speaks in half-finished thoughts, and strange noises echo through the empty rooms at night. A shadow moves in the corners, and Rachel can’t tell if it’s a ghost – or something far worse.

As she digs into her family’s past, Rachel begins to unravel a chilling truth. Why did Evelyn give her up all those years ago? What bargain did Bernard strike to keep his wife alive? And what price will Rachel pay for learning the secret that still haunts Harlham Hall?
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Chapter One
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“I'm so sorry. You've come so far, only for it all to be for nothing.”

“It's fine,” Rachel replied, forcing a smile, trying to hide the sense of crushing disappointment. “I always knew it was a long shot.”

For a moment they sat in silence, disturbed only by the sound of a ticking clock. Evelyn Cassidy's front room was neat and tidy, with a few framed photos on the bookshelves showing family members. There was something very calm and peaceful about the place as a splash of reflected light dazzled on the far wall, and as cars drove past on the main road beyond the front door. When she'd first stepped into the room a few minutes earlier, Rachel had immediately felt that it was perfect; she'd tried to keep herself from making assumptions, but something deep down had told her that she'd perhaps finally found her real mother after all.

Now she knew that wasn't the case.

“Do you have other options?” Evelyn asked. “Are there any other people named Evelyn Cassidy you can try? I've never thought about it much before, but I suppose it's a rather rare name, isn't it?”

“You're the fifth,” she admitted, already feeling a little foolish. Was that right? Had she really knocked on five strangers' doors already?

How desperate did that sound?

“And all you know is that someone by that name gave you up for adoption all those years ago?”

Rachel nodded. Everything had made total sense in her head, yet when it was all laid out by a stranger the entire story suddenly sounded like an absolute mess. As the woman's cat hopped up onto Rachel's knee, she was at least able to distract herself by running a hand along its back; the cat purred its approval and settled on her knees, letting its tail twitch from side to side. Cats, Rachel thought to herself, were wise to focus on the present instead of the past.

“Well, as I've shown you,” Evelyn continued, “I've been happily married since before you were born, and I have three children of my own who're all grown up now and out in the world. I really wouldn't have had a spare moment to run off and have a secret pregnancy. If you want more proof, you're welcome to wait until my husband gets home and he can -”

“No, that won't be necessary,” Rachel said, interrupting her. She scratched behind the cat's ears, and this too seemed to go down well. “I totally believe you. I'm really not going to start asking you to lay out your whole life for me. I'm sorry that I just turned up at your door asking all these questions. I've been trying to think of a way to do this without seeming too demanding, but the truth is, I don't think there's any other...”

“It must be so hard,” Evelyn continued, “not knowing where you come from.”

“Actually, I think I'm getting used to it,” Rachel said, trying once again to put a brave face on the situation. “Listen, I'm really sorry, I've already taken up way too much of your time. I should leave you alone now.”

“You're welcome to stay for a little -”

“I have to go,” Rachel said firmly, moving the cat aside as she got to her feet. “Again, I'm so sorry to have barged in here like this.”

***
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“Okay, so it wasn't her,” Brad said as he watched Rachel stepping through the gate at the front of the garden. “Think of that as a good thing. Think of it like... that's another possibility ticked off the list.”

Making her way to the car, Rachel seemed lost in thought.

“So what happened?” he asked.

“What do you think happened?”

“Did you talk to -”

“I went in there,” she said, stopping at the car and turning to him, “and I made a complete fool of myself. Again.”

“Rachel -”

“It's true!” she insisted. “I must seem like some pathetic little kid who's running around with mummy issues. I could see it in her eyes, you know. She felt so sorry for me.”

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Evelyn Cassidy – the wrong Evelyn Cassidy – peering out at her from one of the cottage's front windows. As soon as she realized she'd been spotted, the woman offered a faint, sad smile and then stepped back, letting the net curtains fall into place.

“So we're going to keep going, right?” Brad continued. “We're not done yet.”

“I think maybe we are,” she said with a heavy, exhausted sigh. “For all I know, my birth mother gave a false name when she left me at the hospital. I could have spent all this time running after an illusion.”

“You don't -”

“I think I'm willing to accept that I'll never know,” she added. “I think I'm just not meant to know. The universe thinks I should be fine as I am, and there might be some truth to that idea. I was raised by two wonderful people and I should be happy with that. It was only a freak coincidence that meant I saw that page in the file with the name on it, usually I wouldn't even have got this far. Most people in my situation have to accept that they'll never find anything out. There's no reason why I should be special.”

“You can't give up.”

“I don't think I have a choice.”

“No, I mean you literally can't,” he said, stepping closer and putting his hands on the sides of her arms. “I know you, Rachel. You feel low right now, but give it a week or a month and you'll get that itch again. You admitted it yourself, you've spent your whole life wondering what your birth mother was like, and I don't think you can just put that question aside and forget about it. You're not that kind of person.”

“Cornwall's a five-hour drive from here.”

“So?”

“So it's a long way to go, just to be disappointed when another Evelyn Cassidy turns out not to be my real mother.”

“Then we get a little holiday out of it.”

“You're not taking this seriously!”

“You're forgetting one important difference,” he told her. “You originally had six Evelyn Cassidys on your list and now you've scratched five of them off.” He paused, watching her face and seeing that she couldn't quite meet his eyes. “I think this is about something else. I think this isn't about you being scared of failing again. I think this is about you being scared that the sixth and final Evelyn Cassidy might be the right one. You're scared of succeeding.”

“Why would I be scared of that?” she asked unconvincingly.

“Because then your lifelong quest will be over,” he pointed out. “With each of the five Evelyn Cassidys you've visited so far, you've known that there's a good chance it'll turn out not to be the right one. But you know now that based on your research, there's only one surviving Evelyn Cassidy left in the country that you haven't tried. So either this one is going to turn out to be your real mother, or...”

His voice trailed off.

“Or I have to accept that I've reached the end of the road,” she said cautiously, finally meeting his gaze, “and that my birth mother is dead. Which, to be fair, was always a very possible outcome.”

“I get it,” he told her. “It's terrifying. But you've come so far.”

Reaching down, he took hold of her hands.

“You know I try not to be a pushy kind of boyfriend,” he added, “but I'm not going to let you chicken out of this. And besides, I quite like the idea of spending a few days in Cornwall. I've got the time off work either way, and so do you, so let's make the most of it.”

“I want to see her face,” she replied. “I want to know who she is, and what she's like. I want to know whether I take after her in some way. I also want to know about my father, and about why she...”

“Why she abandoned you outside a hospital in the middle of the night?”

“She must have had a reason,” she continued. “Then again, I might be fooling myself. She might have just not wanted me.”

“Don't say that.”

“It's true!” she said firmly, before sighing again. “And that's why I know you're right. I will get that itch again if I give up. I'll never be able to rest until I've managed to get some answers.”

“That's my girl,” he said with a smile.

“I don't know what scares me most,” she admitted, with a hint of tears in her eyes. “The idea that this woman in Cornwall is my mother, or the idea that she isn't.”

“Either way,” he said, before planting a brief kiss on her forehead, “it's time to find out.”
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Chapter Two
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Sitting in his favourite armchair by the window, overlooking the lawn and the forest beyond, Bernard Hartmann watched the sun-dappled grass as music continued to play on the phonograph nearby. Although the glass in the window was dirty and stained, Bernard was mesmerized by the light and dark of the trees' shadows, and by the distant rustle of leaves in the house's garden.

Patches of dust clung like frost to the inside of the windowpane.

In the distance, the treeline marked the start of the forest that bordered the lawn, and Bernard couldn't help but watch the darkness beyond. Even in the middle of the day, the forest was a world of shadows. Bernard's mouth hung open a little, as if he expected at any moment to have to call out to someone. He was concentrating, too, as if trying to remember something important; some vital memory was trying to surface but was struggling to get around all the holes in the old man's mind.

Suddenly the recording, which had already been filled with hisses and scratches, reached a particularly damaged point. The music skipped and jumped, losing its melody and becoming nothing more than a series of harsh crackles.

“Hmm?”

Turning, Bernard looked at the phonograph. He gripped the armchair's hand-rests and prepared to get to his feet, but at that moment the recording passed the difficult section and began to play properly again. Relieved that he wouldn't have to stand on his aged, arthritic legs, Bernard sank back into the armchair and watched as the cylinder in the phonograph continued to turn, and even from several feet away he could see the damaged section that had caused the sound to momentarily glitch.

“Oh well,” he murmured, his voice barely rising above a whisper. “I suppose it was nice while it lasted. Everything fades eventually.”

Hearing the creak of a floorboard, he began to look over his shoulder.

“My darling,” he said, sounding pained and weak as he tried to call out a little more loudly, “I was just listening to -”

Stopping, he saw that the doorway was empty. He waited, but now the house was once again silent save for the sound of the music. Still waiting, half expecting a familiar figure to step into view, he felt the sense of expectation crumbling in his chest with each passing second, although he refused just yet to give up all hope that she might appear. After all, sometimes she did.

“I was just listening to some Mussorgsky,” he continued, just in case someone was nearby. “I realized I hadn't heard it in quite some time, so I pulled it out of the box and thought I'd give it a whirl. You remember that box I stored away in the library some years ago, don't you? I know I said at the time that there was nothing valuable in there, but I had something of a rethink and I'm so glad that I did. One never knows what treasures one might find in the most unexpected of places. I still have quite a few others that I must get through.”

Again he waited, but there was still no sign of anyone in the doorway. His eyes, yellowing in places and showing signs of cataracts, looked toward the bottom of the stairs.

“The cylinder's not in very good condition,” he explained cautiously, “but I suppose one shouldn't be surprised, should one? After all, it's even older than us. It's from the original factory.”

He chuckled, but after a few seconds the hint of fear returned to his eyes.

Still waiting, he swallowed hard, and he realized that he was gripping the hand-rests with considerable force. Releasing that grip a little, he looked down at his hands and saw all the veins so visible beneath his liver-spotted skin, and he remembered – as he always remembered in such moments – how his hands had looked when he'd been a young man. He missed those hands.

He glanced at the doorway again. He felt so certain that he'd heard someone step on the loose board just outside in the hallway, and he knew there was no reason why that board would have made a sound unless it had been put under some pressure.

Yet there was no sign of anyone.

Hauling himself up, Bernard winced as he felt pain flickering in several parts of his hips and legs. He steadied himself, before shuffling over to the table by the piano and reaching down to stop the music. Once he'd done that and the house had fallen completely silent, he carefully lifted the yellowish cylinder and held it up so that he could inspect the damage more closely. He could see all the tiny marks and grooves that carried the actual recording, but he could also see where those grooves had begun to wear away. There was mildew on the wax, too, and he knew that only three or four decent plays – if that – were left before the cylinder would effectively become unusable.

Still, those three or four plays would be wonderful. Something to savour, and to look forward to. Something important that would eventually be lost to time.

Like memories.

“I must find a way to preserve them better,” he muttered, as he set the cylinder down. “This mildew problem really is getting out of hand. It's shocking and it reflects poorly on my efforts.”

His hands were shaking slightly as he reached for his walking stick, and then he slowly turned and began to make his way across the room. Still in a great deal of pain, he finally reached the doorway and looked out into the hall, and he stopped to once again listen for any hint of movement. As he did so, his left foot pressed against the loose board beyond the doorway, causing the same creaking sound he'd heard just a couple of minutes earlier. He pulled his foot back and tried again, then again, as if to prove to himself that there could have been no other source. Someone had been standing in the doorway.

He opened his mouth to call out once more, but this time he managed to hold back.

Turning, he looked the other way. Morning light was trying to shine through the large windows on either side of the front door, but the dirty glass meant that this light had a diffuse, almost dirty quality that merely picked out the dust that drifted through the house.

“Are you here?” Bernard whispered finally. “I didn't think that you were going to...”

He hesitated, before turning as he heard a rustling sound coming from the other direction. He looked past the stairs and toward the door that led into the kitchen, and he realized that somebody seemed to be in either the kitchen itself or in the storage room beyond. He had no idea why that might be the case, but he took a few seconds to turn and adjust the position of his walking stick, and then he managed a couple of shuffling steps past the foot of the stairs.

“I don't know what's been coming over me lately,” he muttered under his breath, partly in an attempt to distract himself from the pain in his hips. “I feel like I'm -”

Before he could finish, he heard another floorboard creak, this time from somewhere up above. Stopping and looking up the stairs, he was just in time to see a shadow moving across the wall on the landing. The shadow stopped, as if it somehow knew that it had been spotted, before slowly slipping out of sight.

“There you are,” Bernard said, before turning and making his way slowly back across the hallway. “I think I must be damn near losing my mind. Did you want me to notice you, or are you trying to hide?”

Stopping again, at the foot of the stairs, he looked up and waited for some further sign of activity. Sure enough, after just a couple of seconds he heard one of the bedroom doors creaking open, and he felt a settled sense of relief as he began the arduous process of making his way slowly up the staircase step by difficult step. Despite his obvious difficulties, he managed to get halfway before having to stop and take a short rest.

“It's a beautiful day outside,” he said, struggling to get his breath back. “I don't know if you've noticed, but the sun is quite delightful at this time of year. I'm surprised you're not out there painting. The way the light casts shadows across the lawn is absolutely stunning, and the view of the forest is...”

He turned and looked out the window. He could see the forest at the far end of the lawn, and for a few seconds he couldn't help but watch the trees carefully for any sign of movement. Even when he was satisfied that there was nobody out there, he still watched for a little while longer before turning and looking back up the stairs. In that instant, he heard another bumping sound coming from one of the bedrooms.

“I knew it wasn't like you to be down in the kitchen at this time of day,” he said under his breath, with a hint of relief. “What are you up to, eh, Evelyn?”

As he continued to make his way up to the landing, he failed to notice that another floorboard was gently creaking, this time in the doorway that led through to the kitchen.
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“Just breathe that air in,” Brad said as he stood at the railing and looked out across the beach at St. Ives. “You don't realize it when you're in London, do you? It's only when you come to a place like this that you realize just how... dirty it all is in the city. How much gunk you're breathing in all the time.”

He watched as some children played in the water, and as a gang of seagulls loitered near a couple eating fish and chips on a bench. The birds were constantly approaching the couple and then moving away, over and over, as if they thought they were being subtle. Occasionally the man tossed a chip, causing the gulls to break into a squawking frenzy. The scene was almost idyllic, like something from a postcard, and for a few seconds Brad was mesmerized by the sight of a middle-aged woman emerging from the sea and wrapping herself in a towel.

“I could retire to a place like this,” he continued. “I really could. I could jack it all in and come here and...”

He thought for a moment.

“I don't know what I'd do, exactly. I suppose I'd have to win the lottery first, but then I'd be straight down here and I'd spend my time painting or making pots, something like that. It's what people come here for, isn't it? To be artists and to just generally switch off from the real world. Then again, chance'd be a fine thing. Have you seen the house prices round these parts?”

Realizing that he'd heard no response for a while, he turned to see that although Rachel was still next to him, she was staring out at the sea with a faraway look in her eyes.

“You didn't hear a word I just said, did you?” he asked.

To his surprise, he found that she still hadn't noticed he was even talking. Watching her, he felt a hint of pity in his chest as he realized that she was most likely thinking about the following morning, when they were going to go out to some house in the middle of nowhere and try to track down the sixth and final Evelyn Cassidy on their list. Part of him worried that he'd been too insistent, that he should have let her back down if that was what she wanted, but he knew her too well to believe that she could ever lose her sense of curiosity. He knew that questions about her mother, and the search for her past, were a huge part of Rachel's personality. In fact, he found it hard to imagine what she'd be like if she ever got all the answers she was after.

“It's kind of late,” he said, hoping that she might finally hear him. “It's almost time for dinner, and to be honest I'm knackered after the drive, even if we did make it in record time. How about we find something to eat, then we have a drink or two in the hotel bar, and then we hit the hay?”

He waited, and he began to realize that she was still in a world of her own. He didn't want to disturb her, but after a few more seconds he reached over and nudged her elbow.

“How about -”

“What?” she gasped, turning to him with a shocked expression, as if she'd forgotten where she was.

“Sorry,” he replied, unable to stifle a faint smile, “I was just thinking that we should get going. I know it's a warm autumn night and all that, but it's getting a bit nippy out here.”

“Yeah, totally,” she said, shaking her head a little as if she still felt slightly dazed. “Sorry, were you saying something before that? I think I was completely out of it. Do you mind if we just eat at the hotel? I know it's boring, but I want to check a few things out before we get dinner.”

***
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Making her way down the stairs at the hotel, Rachel kept her gaze glued on her phone. She was double-checking some information on one of her many genealogy apps, constantly swiping from one pane to the next, and she was so absorbed by what she was reading that she didn't even notice as someone else came around the corner at the bottom of the staircase.

“Oh, I'm sorry!” the bartender said as he bumped into her.

“No, it was my fault,” she replied, startled. “I wasn't looking where I was going.”

“It's fine,” he said, stepping around her. “Please, accept my apologies.”

Even before those words had left the man’s lips, however, Rachel was already focused on the app again, looking at the various lines that linked Evelyn Cassidy to other members of the family. She tapped at one name, then another, going over information that she'd already memorized a long time ago. She'd exhausted all the app's hints and tips, she'd purchased copies of every document that might possibly be useful, but some part of her refused to stop searching. After all, what if something new had been added during the day? What if some fresh clue had turned up that might change everything? She tapped at another name, then another, before realizing that she'd already checked some of them just a few seconds earlier.

She was locked in a kind of loop.

Accepting that she was in danger of losing contact with the real world, she took one last look at the app before closing it and slipping her phone away. She'd only meant to go up to the room for ten minutes, but she'd ended up researching her family history for almost three quarters of an hour. Feeling guilty for having left Brad alone in the bar for so long, she stepped through and headed past the tables, and she found him sitting on a stool in the corner. From his body language alone, she could tell that he'd been drinking, but she still held out hope that he'd not had time for too much alcohol.

“Hey,” she said, “I'm so sorry, you know what I'm like, I just lost track of time.”

“I'm fine,” he replied, holding up an almost-empty glass of red wine. “I'm on number two.”

“I can tell,” she muttered, secretly a little disappointed that he'd once again resorted to downing wine at great speed. Then again, she felt it was her fault for leaving him alone for so long.

After all, she knew he had a slight problem.

“They do a good steak here,” he said, getting to his feet. “The waiter carried one right past me, it was close enough for me to smell the onion rings. I don't know about you, but after that long drive I'm -”

Before he could finish, his left hand bumped the glass and knocked it over, tipping wine across the table and down onto the floor.

“Damn it!” he hissed. He tried to stop the spread of the liquid with his hands, without any success; instead, he accidentally splashed some onto his shirt. “I'm not drunk.”

“I know you're not.”

“I've only had a glass and a bit.”

“I know you have.”

“No-one can get drunk on that. I bet you can't even tell that I've had any at all.”

“I wouldn't say that,” she replied cautiously, as a waitress hurried over with some blue paper towels. “I'm sorry,” she said, turning to her, “we had a little accident.”

“It happens all the time,” the waitress replied as she crouched down to clean up the mess. “Please, don't think anything of it.”

“Let's get some food into you,” Rachel told Brad as she led him by the arm and began to steer him over to a table. “Something to soak up the wine.”

“I had a beer first,” he admitted. “That's what I did wrong. I should know never to mix.”

“You should by now,” she said under her breath, too quietly for him to notice.

“Why were you up there for so long, anyway?” he continued, leaning on her a little more heavily. “I was starting to think you must have fallen down the toilet.”

“I was checking some things, that's all.”

“On your phone?” He chuckled. “Are you still trying to find hints on those stupid websites? They've been almost completely useless for you.”

“I know, but someone else could upload something at any moment,” she pointed out. “Anyway, it doesn't matter. I'm here now and I think it's definitely time to get a couple of steaks. You'd like that, wouldn't you?”

“And then we can sit in the bar for a while,” he suggested, slurring his words slightly, “and you can go over those family trees all you want. I swear I won't interrupt you, not even once. I know those trees are all you really care about. I'm not saying that you're obsessed, Rachel, but... Well, sometimes I think you could definitely use a different hobby.”

“You know,” she said as she helped him through the doorway, “I really like you a whole lot better when you're sober.”
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Chapter Four
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Running through the forest, racing across twigs and dead leaves that crunched and crackled beneath her feet, the girl finally stopped as she reached a large oak tree. Stepping around, she pressed her back against the trunk and tried to get her breath back, while waiting for any hint that she was being followed.

Her heart was pounding, echoing in her ears.

The sun was starting to dip in the sky now, casting long shadows through the forest. As her breathing became more normal, the girl listened for even the slightest noise, before realizing that she could hear something coming from nearby. But which direction? She'd expected to pick up the sound of footsteps, but instead she furrowed her brow as she began to understand that what she could hear instead was...

Someone sobbing?

At first she didn't dare to move a muscle. Some deep, primal part of her warned of danger; some instinct – most likely passed down through many generations – told her to be careful. She could barely think straight, and she knew that even one tiny mistake could be fatal. At the same time, as the seconds passed she felt her sense of curiosity return. She was still a child, after all, and she wanted to know who or what was crying nearby in the forest. What if they needed help?

She could tell that something was wrong with her memory.

Finally, slowly, she turned and looked back the way she'd just come. There was no sign of anyone, but the sobbing persisted and after a few seconds the girl began to realize that something about the sound seemed strangely familiar. In fact, the more she watched the forest for any sign of movement, the more the girl found herself feeling as if something similar had happened to her before.

No.

Not just similar.

The exact same thing.

Forcing herself to be brave, she stepped out from behind the tree, hoping to finally spot whoever was crying. She still felt a little fear, but mostly she was worried, as if deep down – on some subconscious level – she knew that the person was in need of help. She also couldn't shake the feeling that this was someone she knew, someone she cared about, someone very important in her life. Someone she loved.

And then she saw her.

A woman was on the ground just a few metres away, curled over with her back hunched and with her face hidden from view as she wept loudly. In that instant, the sound seemed to become louder and more urgent, as if she was in a state of absolute terror. Whatever was wrong with the woman, she seemed almost unaware of her surroundings, as if she was absorbed in her own world of fear and pain.

The little girl opened her mouth to ask what she could do to help, but she instead stayed silent as she felt a tightening sense of dread in her chest. Something was very wrong, and after a few seconds she inadvertently took a couple of steps back until she once again bumped against the tree. Feeling a scratching sensation against the back of her neck, she let out a brief, uncontrolled gasp.

Suddenly the sobbing woman fell silent, as if she'd finally noticed that she wasn't alone.

The girl pulled back a little further, until she felt the tree's rough bark digging deep into her back. This time she was prepared, and she managed to keep quiet. She held her breath, watching as the woman on the ground began to sit up. She still couldn't see the woman's face, which was looking away through the forest, but somehow the girl knew that she'd recognize the features as soon as the woman turned to her. She wanted to run, but at the same time she was terrified of attracting attention and she stayed rooted to the spot, desperately hoping that the woman would simply go away.

Instead the woman turned a little, until the side of her pale, lifeless face could just about be seen.

“I didn't mean to disturb you,” the girl stammered, unable to hold back as tears began to run down her face. “Please, I was only -”

Stopping, she tried to remember why she was in the forest at all. She'd been running, she knew that much, but now she couldn't remember who had been chasing her. Or had she been the one doing the chasing? Her first thought was that she must have been playing, but playing with who? Did she even have any friends? The more she tried to think back, the more she became aware that her mind was muddled, and she realized she couldn't actually recall anything that had happened to her before she'd arrived in the forest. Trying not to panic, she told herself that she must have a home and a family, yet somehow all those things were hidden behind a wall of grey fog in her mind.

Looking at the woman again, she once again saw the side of her face. A moment later, however, the woman turned her head slightly, and her neck cracked a little as if it was dry and knotted inside.

“Can you help me?” the girl asked, sniffing back more tears. “I don't know where I am.”

She waited for an answer, but the woman simply continued to stare.

“I just want to go home,” the girl continued, with a hint of a whine in her voice now. “I don't want to be here. Can you tell me which way to go? I just want to go home and -”

Again she stopped, as she realized she could see other figures in the forest. Looking away from the woman, she let out a gasp as she saw scores more people standing all around, watching from a distance with pale, mournful gazes. She looked at each person in turn, and although she felt a vague sense of familiarity, she still couldn't work out where she'd seen any of them before. All she knew was that the air all around was getting very cold, almost as if a deathly chill from each figure was reaching out to touch her skin.

And they wanted something.

She couldn't tell what, but the little girl could sense a kind of yearning in the air. She had no idea what she could possibly give them, but all the dead figures seemed to be waiting for her to do something or to say something or simply to understand. The sense of expectation was palpable.

Hearing a bumping sound, she flinched as she felt something bump against her left arm. Looking up, she was horrified to see an older woman staring straight down at her with dark, sunken eyes that seemed somehow to have fallen back a little way in their sockets.

The woman opened her mouth and let out a faint, guttural groan.

Turning, the girl raced away, ducking and weaving to avoid all the other people as they reached out to her with their dead hands. Soon she was past the last of them and hurrying away as fast as she could manage. Running through the forest, racing across twigs and dead leaves that crunched and crackled beneath her feet, the girl finally stopped as she reached a large oak tree. Stepping around, she pressed her back against the trunk and tried to breathe slowly and calmly, while waiting for any hint that she was being followed.

The sun was starting to dip very low in the sky now, casting long shadows through the forest. As her breathing became more normal, the girl listened for even the slightest noise, and she quickly realized that she could hear something coming from nearby. She'd expected to pick up the sound of footsteps, but instead she furrowed her brow as she began to understand that what she could hear instead was...

Someone sobbing?

At first she didn't dare to move a muscle. Some deep, primal part of her warned of danger; some instinct – most likely passed down through many generations – told her to be careful. She could barely think straight, but she knew that even one tiny mistake could be fatal. At the same time, as the seconds passed she felt her sense of curiosity return. She was still a child, after all, and she wanted to know who or what was crying nearby in the forest.

She could tell that something was wrong with her memory.

Slowly, she turned and looked back the way she'd just come. There was no sign of anyone, but the sobbing persisted and after a few seconds the girl began to realize that something about the sound seemed strangely familiar. In fact, the more she watched the forest for any sign of movement, the more the girl found herself feeling as if the exact same thing had happened to her before.

And then, looking to her right, she saw that she'd reached the edge of the forest. Beyond the treeline, she spotted a large, somewhat unkempt lawn, and beyond that she saw a dark house. In that instant, she knew that she'd seen the house before – somewhere – and she instantly felt a sense of utter dread in the pit of her stomach. The house was a house of death.
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Chapter Five
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“Did you hear something?”

Looking over at the window, Bernard once again saw the lawn. This time the shadows were much longer, with the sun having almost set in the autumn sky, but for a few seconds Bernard felt certain that he'd heard a cry coming from somewhere in the distance, perhaps from the forest.

Getting to his feet, he limped to the window and peered out. He half expected to see someone on the lawn, or perhaps watching from the trees, but instead he saw only the house's gardens. He waited, but already the cry was fading in his mind and after a few more seconds – supposing that he must have been mistaken – he turned and shuffled back to the table where he'd been working on one of the phonograph's wax cylinders. New cylinders were so difficult to come by; he'd managed to get his hands on a few, but for the most part he worked with antiques that had passed through many different hands before reaching his desk. Fortunately, they could often be reused.

Picking the cylinder up, he looked at the grooves and saw that they were worn away almost to nothing. He ran his fingers over them, feeling the faint impressions that remained, and he couldn't help but wonder how the cylinders had looked when they were new.

“No need to worry about strange noises outside,” he said softly. “It was probably just a fox, or a bird. You know what that forest is like.”

He turned the cylinder around.

“Now, as I was saying, this one is made from a type of brown wax that unfortunately used to wear out after only two dozen plays, sometimes not even that many. For all we know, this cylinder was once owned by a family, and they'd gather around in the evenings to listen to the recorded music. There's a tendency to take such things for granted in the modern world, but in the old days a simple cylinder such as this would have seemed miraculous. Almost magical. Some people would have looked at it and wondered how -”

Stopping himself just in time, he felt a shudder pass through his chest.

“Clearly this was much used,” he continued finally, “so I doubt that it'll play very well at all. Still, one must be sure. It would be so easy to throw away something valuable, just because it looks a little old and dusty. In fact, the older I get, the more I come to appreciate such a sentiment. I should probably empty out all those boxes and sort through them to see what treasures might be lurking at the bottom.”

Reaching down, he put the cylinder into place and prepared the phonograph, and then he began to turn the handle. After a few seconds a low, rumbling scratching sound began to emerge from the machine's metal horn; a faint rhythm could just about be discerned, hinting at some music that had been recorded long ago, but the melody was impossible to make out. He'd once fancied that he could 'read' the grooves on cylinders, although he'd eventually had to admit to himself that the idea was absurd. Still, as he watched the cylinder turn, he couldn't help but feel somewhat melancholy as he saw the ghosts of all the old grooves.

“As I suspected,” he said with a trace of sadness in his voice, “whatever was on here is lost now. There's simply no way to recreate it. I'm afraid, Evelyn, that there's nothing I can do with this one. I know you like to joke that I'm able to work wonders, but even my skills are insufficient in this particular case. I'm sorry if that disappoints you.”

He continued to turn the handle for a few more seconds, listening to the screeching sound that was produced, and then he turned and looked over his shoulder.

The doorway was empty, revealing only a view of the gloomy hall and the bottom of the staircase.

“Evelyn?” he called out, but his voice was the only sound to be heard.

He waited, before looking at the machine again and once more starting to turn the handle. The sound resumed, although this part of the cylinder was – if anything – even more badly worn away than the rest.

“I would give anything to know what was on here,” he mused. “To hear the music as it was originally recorded all those years ago, to somehow trace the living thing from the outline of the ghost. Then again, I catch myself wondering whether I have any right to do that. Shouldn't the past be able to stay in the past?”

He continued to turn the handle for a while longer, before letting go and once again looking at the empty doorway.

“Feeling shy today, are we?” he added with a faint, understanding smile. “Oh, I suppose that's your right, but I can't help wondering whether you should be wasting your precious -”

Before he could finish, he spotted movement, and he watched as a pale hand reached down and rested on the railing that ran down the side of the staircase.

“There you are,” Bernard continued, his smile growing slightly. “I suppose I shouldn't dare trying to tell you what to do, should I? You never liked it when I did that. You'd think I might have learned my lesson by now, but then I was always stubborn, wasn't I? You told me that even on our wedding day.”

He paused, watching the hand, waiting to see whether she was going to make her way to the bottom of the staircase. Over the years he'd found that hope was the hardest thing to banish.

“Did the music draw you down? I can find something that sounds better, if you'd like. I know you enjoy Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninoff, and I'm certain that I have a few cylinders of their music knocking about somewhere. That's really why I should organize things better.”

He turned and limped over to a box on a nearby table, and he muttered to himself as he looked through the various cylinders inside. He held one of the paler cylinders up to the light.

“Just as I thought,” he said, before turning and seeing the hand still resting on the railing. “It's a rather old one, however, and it's not in a very good state. I should warn you that it'll be difficult to listen to, and I doubt it'll last more than one more performance. I suppose we should be very sure before we play it, lest we waste these precious last sounds.”

He began to make his way over to the phonograph.

“Still, we -”

Suddenly his right leg gave way. Letting out a cry, Bernard fell and landed hard on the floorboards, and then he rolled onto his side as he felt a burst of pain running up to his hip. Reaching out, he grabbed the side of a nearby table in an attempt to steady himself, but he succeeded only in pulling the table over so that various cups and pots rained down and landed against his face. For a moment, all around him was chaos.

“Help me!”

As the table itself landed on him, Bernard gasped and pulled back, and then he pushed the table aside before dragging himself away and leaning against the wall. Trying to get his breath back, he saw that the cylinder had rolled under a nearby chair.

“I'm fine,” he stammered, even as he felt more pain. “It was nothing. Just a minor fall.”

Reaching down, he began to pull his right trouser leg up, revealing a thick, knotted scar that ran from his ankle almost all the way up to his knee. Although the scar was clearly very old, the skin around the middle section was somewhat reddened still. Reaching down, he ran a fingertip along the scar and found a bead of blood, but he quickly ascertained that he wasn't actually injured. Still, he couldn't help but peer at the damaged skin, horrified that after so many years he was still impacted by the injury.

In his mind's eye, he briefly saw that hand again, lunging at him from the dirt and clutching a knife.

“Wretched thing!” he snapped angrily, before rolling the trouser leg back down. “Stupid, weak, foolish old man! That's all I am now! What use am I if I can't even walk across a room properly?”

Turning to look at the doorway, he saw that the hand was no longer on the railing, and a moment later he heard a door creaking open somewhere upstairs.

“I'm okay!” he called out. “I'll be right back up!”

He listened for a response, and then after a few seconds he reached over and took the cylinder. Checking the surface, he wiped some dust away from the grooves.

“We'll save this little beauty for another night, then, shall we?” he continued, as he waited to summon the strength he'd need to get back up. “Yes, I think that's the best idea. No need to waste it if we're not in the right mood. After all...”

Lost in thought, he turned the cylinder around.

“After all,” he added wistfully, “it really doesn't have very long left, does it? Before it becomes just... blank.”
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Chapter Six
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The hotel room's windows rattled slightly in the darkness, as Rachel sat up in the bed and reached for her phone. After tapping a button on the side, she saw that the time was still only a few minutes past midnight. She'd failed to sleep so far, and she was starting to think that she was doomed to be awake until morning.

After adjusting her pillow, she leaned against the headboard and looked down at Brad. He was fast asleep, of course, snoring slightly and still smelling of booze. Dinner had been a delicate operation, given that she'd been trying to keep the restaurant's staff from throwing them both out; she always hated the way that Brad became almost a different person whenever he was drunk, but she'd managed to get him upstairs and into bed, and he'd passed out in the time it had taken her to fetch a glass of water from the bathroom.

She knew he'd feel pretty grotty in the morning, but she figured that he only had himself to blame.

Unlocking her phone, she brought up one of the genealogy apps and saw the family tree she'd spent years building. She had no idea how much money she'd spent on copies of birth certificates and marriage certificates and death certificates, and she remembered how keenly she'd pored over the release of information from the last census. The work had been so slow, and she'd gone down several dead ends, but finally she'd managed to come up with a family tree that showed Evelyn Cassidy's family going back almost three hundred years.

She hadn't, as yet, dared to add herself as Evelyn's daughter. Part of her just didn't want to tempt fate.

Letting out a sudden murmur, Brad rolled over onto his other side, shaking the bed in the process.

“Lucky you,” Rachel said, rolling her eyes as she looked over at the moonlit window and heard the sound of the sea outside. She felt more scared than ever before in her life, but she refused to take any sleeping pills; she wanted to keep her mind clear. “This is a mistake. We should just turn around in the morning and go back to London. I never should have come here.”

***
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Strong waves crashed against the shore as Rachel stepped out onto the hotel's terrace. Wrapped in her winter coat, she was at least protected from the cold as she made her way to the railing and looked down at the beach, and she took a deep breath of salty night air.

Reaching into her pocket, she took out her phone and tapped to call her voicemail, and then she tapped again to access the message she'd saved from several years earlier.

“It's me,” she heard Rosemary's voice saying, sounding so ill and frail. “I shouldn't be bothering you, but you seemed rather upset at the hospital earlier and I just wanted to give you a quick bell and put your mind at ease. Looking for your birth mother is the most natural thing in the world, Rachel, and I don't think of it as a betrayal at all. In fact, I like the thought that you'll still have someone when I'm gone, because -”

She broke into a heavy, sick cough, and Rachel stiffened slightly as she thought back to all the times she'd watched her adoptive mother bring up blood in the hospital.

“I just want you to do what's right for you,” Rosemary continued finally, sounding even weaker than before. “My darling girl, the day Robert and I adopted you was the day our lives became complete, and I wouldn't change a thing. I know he'd feel the same, he'd want you to answer all the questions that are swirling in your head. Just remember that you might not like everything you learn. I know you're strong, though. Call me in the morning, or come in a little earlier. I want to say all of this to your face. I love you so much, Rachel.”

The recording ended, and she cut the voicemail call.

“I wish you were still around,” she whispered, as more waves crashed against the beach below the terrace. “I need to talk to someone, and Brad...”

She knew it was foolish to speak to someone who was long dead, but she couldn't help herself. Rosemary had always been such a calming influence.

“Brad's Brad,” she added finally. “When he's sober and in the right mood, he's perfect, but there are times when I feel like he doesn't really listen to me. He certainly doesn't listen to me the way you used to.”

She took a deep breath as she felt fresh tears in her eyes.

“I'm being a complete idiot,” she continued. “I shouldn't have come here, but now that I've made all this effort, I might as well at least go and knock on this Evelyn Cassidy woman's door. She might not even be the right one, and even if she is, that doesn't mean my entire world is going to change. It's not like she's probably going to be happy to see me. She'll probably be annoyed.”

She caught herself imagining some kind of perfect reunion. She'd tried so many times to keep herself grounded and to hold her expectations in check, yet every so often she couldn't help herself. She imagined her long-lost mother hugging her tight and telling her how much she loved her, and coming up with some perfectly reasonable explanation for having dumped her on those cold stone steps. She knew that life could be hard, that some people lived in terrible circumstances, and she'd always told herself that her birth mother probably had a very valid excuse for her actions.

As those thoughts drifted away, however, Rachel found herself once more standing on the hotel's terrace, still looking down at the dark beach, still watching the waves crash against the shore.

“I need to sleep,” she said, turning to go back inside, determined to force herself to get some rest. “I can't just -”

Stopping, she saw a dark figure standing ahead, blocking her way back into the building. Convinced that the figure had to be a trick of the light, Rachel hesitated for a few seconds before stepping to the side, but now the silhouetted figure was a little easier to pick out. Figuring that some other hotel guest had simply ventured out to get some late-night air, she stepped forward, although she stopped again as she realized that the figure was showing no indication that it was about to move away from the door.

“Cold night,” Rachel said cautiously, hoping to strike up a brief but perfectly normal conversation.

She waited, but the dark figure offered no reply.

“I'll leave you alone,” Rachel continued. “I'm sorry, you probably want some peace. If you just let me through, I'll...”

She hesitated as she realized that the figure couldn't possibly be unaware of the situation. From the shape of the silhouette, she was starting to get the impression that the stranger was wearing some kind of hood, and as the waves continued to hit the shore below the terrace she also began to realize that she could just about hear a faint, rasping voice.

“Sorry again,” she said, hoping to defuse the situation without causing any trouble, “I really don't want to get in your way, so if -”

“Don't go,” the voice gasped.

“I'm sorry?”

“Don't go.”

“I'm not sure that I know what you mean,” Rachel said cautiously. “Why do you want me to stay out here? It's the middle of the night and -”

“Don't go to that place!” the woman snarled, stepping forward. A hint of light now caught the side of her pale, emaciated face, and her eyes glared out from two dark, sunken sockets. “Don't ever set foot there!”

“What -”

Before Rachel could react, the woman lunged at her, slamming against her chest and forcing her to the ground. Startled, Rachel landed hard on her back and immediately reached up to try to push the woman away, only to find that she was frantically waving her hands through an empty space. Pulling back, she scrambled to the railing and looked out across the terrace, but this time – even as her heart pounded in her chest – she was relieved to see that the strange woman seemed to have vanished into thin air.

“Where are you?” she stammered, looking around, convinced that the woman must still be close, before getting to her feet. “Don't come near me, okay? If you touch me again, I swear I'll scream!”

She waited, and then – figuring that she might not get another chance – she hurried to the door and raced back into the hotel.

After pushing the door shut, she turned and looked back out onto the terrace. She knew that the woman had vanished too quickly, in the blink of an eye, to have made it all the way back into the building. In truth, she felt sure that the stranger had simply dissolved into the cold night air, although she knew such things were impossible. She continued to watch the terrace, to prove that there was no sign of anyone, before turning and leaning back against the glass door.

She told herself that she had to keep her head together.

“You're not going to crack up,” she said through gritted teeth. “You're not going to wimp out, either. You're going to do this.”
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Chapter Seven
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As soon as she stepped out onto the lawn, bathed in moonlight, the girl stopped and told herself that she was making a terrible mistake. She could see the house ahead, a large hulking dark shape in the night air, and she felt every atom in her body screaming at her to turn and run. But she'd spent all day running; in fact, she couldn't even remember a time when she hadn't been running, so now...

Now she knew she had to be brave.

She waited a few more seconds, just to make sure that she wasn't being watched, and then she began to make her way cautiously across the grass. The air seemed to get colder with each step, and she glanced over her shoulder to make sure that no-one was following her out from the forest; she saw no sign of anyone, but of course the forest was too dark for her to really be sure. A thousand eyes could have been watching her, and she wouldn't necessarily have been able to see them. Turning, she looked at the house ahead and realized that she was getting closer and closer, and now she felt the same fear as she saw the dark windows.

Was someone watching her from inside the building?

Once she was closer to the house, she realized that the windows were in fact higher up than she'd first anticipated. Reaching one, she had to stand on tiptoes before she had any chance of looking inside, although she quickly found that the house's interior was far too dark. She reached up and placed a hand on the cold glass, but she was already starting to feel as if the house was entirely dead, as if it was more like a mausoleum than a home for the living.

Convinced that someone was behind her, she spun around and let out a gasp. All she saw was the moonlit lawn, and then – as she looked once more at the forest – she realized that someone was definitely out there, definitely watching her from the darkness.

Preferring not to be seen, she turned and hurried around to the next side of the house. She still wasn't entirely sure what she was looking for, or what she expected to find, but as she looked up at the house's high, dark exterior she felt sure that something important was waiting inside. As she looked toward the far end of the wall, she realized that she could just about make out a faint hint of low, flickering light, as if perhaps a fire was dying in a hearth. She made her way over until she was directly beneath the window and then she took a few steps back, before finally seeing that there was in fact a candle burning on the other side of the glass. She supposed that someone was sleeping in that room, and that this person preferred to have a little light during the night.

Looking at the ground floor windows again, the girl realized that here too there seemed to be some light. She crept forward and stood on tiptoes again, and this time she was just about able to see another flickering light. The room itself was dark, but a candle – or perhaps even an electric light – appeared to have been left burning out in the hallway. Squinting, the girl was able to make out the bottom of a grand staircase, and she could see a busy olive green pattern on the wallpaper. Something about the house seemed so terribly still, as if nothing would dare disturb the silence, yet the girl felt compelled to keep looking.

Searching.

Hurrying around the corner, she looked through another window and saw a different view of the hallway. This time she could make out the bottom of the stairs from a fresh angle, and she also saw a table with some kind of plant. The house seemed very neat and tidy, albeit a little bare, but the girl could feel her sense of fear starting to fade just a little. Still on tiptoes, she tried to see what was in the room on the other side of the window. She could just about make out a few silhouetted items of furniture, but the dim light from the hallway barely seemed to penetrate the room at all and -

Suddenly a figure passed the open doorway.

Startled, the girl dropped down onto the ground and pressed her back against the cold wall. She hadn't expected to actually see anyone up and about in the middle of the night, but the figure had definitely been real. It had been a woman, that much she was sure of, and she'd been walking slowly, although the girl took some solace from the realization that the woman had seemed not to have turned and looked in her direction. That, at least, meant that she hopefully hadn't been spotted, although she knew that she should learn from the close call and get away from the house as quickly as possible.

Yet she stayed on the ground for a few more seconds, before turning and getting to her feet so that she could once again look into the house.

Her heart was pounding now, but as she looked back into the room and saw the empty hallway she knew that she had to keep searching. She still had no idea what she was looking for, but she was convinced that something inside the house could help with her confusion, with the fear that kept her running through the forest. Figuring that this particular view wasn't going to be much help, however, she cautiously made her way along the side of the house before reaching another window and looking through, and this time she realized that she could hear a faint gasping sound.

Forcing herself to be brave, she turned and pressed her ear against the glass. She wasn't sure that the gasping sound was a gasping sound at all, and she told herself after a few seconds that it was most likely something else. The sound was faint, existing at the very edge of her perception, and she was soon able to convince herself that she'd overreacted. At the same time, the sound lingered and refused to entirely go away, and finally the girl looked up at the window again and realized that she could feel herself being watched.

Although she couldn't see into this particular room, she felt sure that somebody was on the other side of the glass. As much as she wanted to run away, she managed to stand her ground for a few seconds until she heard a brief but distinct creaking sound, as if someone in the room had stepped on a loose board.

She instinctively took a step back, but once again she was just about able to force herself to stay.

“It's okay,” she whispered, trying to muster a little more courage from somewhere. “No-one can hurt you. She...”

A strange thought crossed her mind, one that seemed to have come from nowhere but also one that she felt sure was true.

“She'd never hurt you.”

She couldn't shake the feeling that somebody in the house wanted to help her.

“I'm right here,” she asked out loud. “Why can't you see me?”

She knew she should go back to the window, but it still took a few more seconds before she was able to step forward. Looking up once again at the glass, she realized that the air seemed to have become much colder in the space of just a few seconds. Reaching out, she slowly moved her right hand closer to the window until she touched the glass. She immediately flinched as soon as she felt the icy surface, and as she pulled her hand back she found herself wondering how the inside of the house could be so cold.

Still disturbed by the sense that she was being watched, she cautiously stepped over to the next window. This time she realized that another open doorway allowed her to see through into the dimly-lit hallway. On her tiptoes again, she saw the same busy olive green wallpaper as before, but she felt reassured by the fact that there was no sign of anyone. The woman from earlier, whoever she might have been, had most likely just been someone who'd got up in the night for a glass of water, and the girl took a deep breath as she told herself that she needed to figure out why she'd been drawn to the house in the first place.

Leaning closer, she peered into the room and squinted as she tried to see a little more. A moment later, however, she heard a faint shuffling sound coming from the other side of the window, followed by the sensation of the glass becoming much colder.

“My memories,” she whispered, as she felt a flicker of realization stirring in her chest. “My memories are in here.”

She looked up, just in time to see a dark shape looming above her. Before she had a chance to scream, she spotted a face looming out of the darkness with two empty eye sockets staring straight at her.

Turning, the girl raced away, not daring to look back even once as she ran across the lawn and hurried back into the comforting darkness of the forest, leaving the house and its occupants far behind.
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