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Prologue
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If you looked up "picture-postcard English village" in a travel brochure, you’d probably see a photo of Buckleigh. Nestled deep in the rolling green hills of south Devonshire, right on the rugged edge of Dartmoor, it’s the kind of place that looks like it belongs on the lid of a vintage chocolate box.

Technically, Buckleigh is too small to be a town. It’s barely even a village. By standard geography rules, it’s a hamlet, but none of the locals mind the technicality. Whether they were born-and-bred Devonshire stock or escapees from the chaos of London, everyone here is fiercely proud to live in what is, without a doubt, the prettiest corner of England.

From the front window of the Pebble Mill Teashops — the old cob-and-straw flour mill where I live and work with my Aunt Molly — you can see the entire village green. The whole place is a protected conservation area, meaning no modern brick or concrete is allowed to ruin the view. It’s just a cluster of charming, thatched-roof cottages, the St. Lawrence parish church where Father Gordon has presided for fifteen years, a tiny post office, a doctor’s surgery, and a cozy pub called The Bale of Hay.

It’s the exact type of tight-knit place where you’d expect everyone to be up in each other’s business. For the most part, though, people mind their own.

With the exception of Peggy Baldwin.

Peggy is our resident village busybody, a woman who considers local gossip a competitive sport. She lives alone in a thatched cottage with seven cats — each named after one of the seven dwarfs — under the guise of keeping the field mice away. When Peggy isn't actively patrolling the green, she’s stationed behind her front window, peeking through lace curtains. Real lace, mind you. Peggy can’t stand anything cheap or tacky, and she has a notorious disdain for anyone living in council housing. People have warned her for years that if she didn't stop eavesdropping, she’d eventually hear something she didn’t like. But Peggy isn't the type to change.

On any normal day, Buckleigh feels safe. Sleepy. A quaint, sun-drenched haven where the biggest news is a burnt batch of scones or a missing cat.

But even the most beautiful postcards can hide a dark shadow. And beneath the chocolate-box charm of our little hamlet, something ancient, cold, and unusually dark was about to wake up.
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Jenny Lane carried the quiet weight of a survivor. Orphaned at just three years old when a horrific car accident on the M6 motorway claimed the lives of her parents, Steve and Grace, she had been taken in and adopted by her mother’s sister, Aunt Molly. Then, at six, a brutal bout of meningitis nearly took Jenny too. It was touch-and-go in that hospital bed, but during her fevered recovery, the veil parted. She began catching glimpses of the Spirit world. A terrified child couldn't comprehend the visions, but Aunt Molly had stroked her hair and whispered that she’d been blessed with a gift from God.

Years later, Jenny’s philosophy remained unshakeable: “You don’t contact the dead. When spirits want to contact you, they will.” She strictly avoided the word dead. To Jenny, we don't die; we simply pass on to a higher spiritual plain.

Right now, however, the living world was suffocating. An uncharacteristic, oppressive heat wave had gripped Devonshire since mid-May, turning the usually gentle June sun into a hostile presence. The leaves on the trees drooped, flaccid as old lettuce, and the local council had banned all non-essential water usage.

Yet, the sweltering weather brought a silver lining for the Pebble Mill Teashops. Tourists — or grockles, as the locals affectionately dubbed them — were flooding the area, eager to sit out in the English country garden with their cream teas.

“I remember when I was a girl,” Aunt Molly grumbled, her face powdered with flour and her hands sticky with dough. “A long, hot summer was guaranteed the moment school let out. Nowadays, you never know what you're getting. It’s all this global warning!”

“Global warming, Aunt Molly,” Jenny corrected gently. She leaned against the counter, the sunlight catching the soft, feathered layers of her ash-blonde hair where it curled against her shoulders. Her eyes, bright as twin sapphires, held the deep stillness of a woman who had looked into the afterlife and outlasted her childhood.

“Whatever,” Aunt Molly waved a doughy hand. “I blame the Americans and their spaceships. Messing about with other planets when they should be spending money looking after our own. All governments are a waste of time.”

In her early sixties, Aunt Molly was a pocket-sized force of nature. Old-fashioned, fiercely stubborn, and completely unbudgeable once she made up her mind. Widowed years before Jenny was born, she had channeled her grief and insurance money into converting this old cob-and-straw flour mill into a bustling teashop. “As long as you’re doing something useful, you never turn into a grumpy old cow,” was her golden rule.

She went back to shaping her famous, from-scratch scones to pair with her homemade strawberry jam — the ultimate tourist trap for travelers passing through Buckleigh on their way to the rugged expanses of Dartmoor.

Jenny pulled a stack of crisp, white cotton tablecloths from a drawer in the Welsh dresser, the printed yellow primroses adding a splash of seasonal elegance. “Okay, Aunt Molly. I’m heading out to prep the garden.”

Outside, the tea garden looked almost magical. Birds chirped a rhythmic, musical chorus as Jenny smoothed the linens over the weathered pine tables. It felt like a peaceful sanctuary.

Two miles away at the Dartbrook Girls School, the atmosphere was entirely different. The final day of the summer term crackled with a frantic, nervous buzz as final exam results were posted. When the morning bell rang, a tidal wave of giggles and screams erupted. A dense crowd of teenagers shoved through the congested hallways, bursting toward the playground steps.

Polly, Annie, Sadie, Daisy, Clara, and Alicia hit the top of the stone staircase in a laughing pack.

Then, in a fraction of a second, Alicia’s momentum vanished. Her feet caught. She plunged headfirst down the steep flight, her limbs twisting into a horrific, tumbling tangle, battering brutally against the concrete rises.

The sickening crack of her skull impacting the ground echoed through the courtyard. A wave of intense nausea hit her, her vision blurring into a chaotic spin of black and colored spots before plunging into total darkness. Her blonde hair fell limp across her face, rapidly matting with crimson blood. A ragged, noisy rattle caught in her throat.

Polly’s eyes went wide with pure terror. She let out a guttural shriek. “Go and get help! Quick!”

Students swarmed the area, gasping and crying as Polly cradled Alicia’s lifeless body, the other girls desperately trying to push the onlookers back. “For Christ’s sake!” Polly screamed, her voice cracking. “Somebody fetch one of the sisters!”

Back in the peaceful hum of the Buckleigh teashop, the tragedy hadn't yet touched the air.

“You simply can’t beat homemade,” Aunt Molly murmured, admiring her rows of fresh pastries. “Grocer Jack’s jarred stuff is full of nasty chemicals. Eat naturally, live naturally, I say.”

The teashop kept them comfortable, but Jenny also earned her own income writing Spick and Span, a successful children's book series about two eco-conscious squirrels. Beyond her writing, she used her unique clairvoyant gifts to quietly assist locals plagued by paranormal anxieties — though most cases were just overactive imaginations — and occasionally helped the local police locate missing persons. She wasn't world-famous, but within the county, her quiet spiritual instinct was profoundly respected.

“Look out,” Aunt Molly muttered suddenly, nudging Jenny's elbow. “The News of the World is marching up the path. I wonder what she wants.”

Peggy Baldwin came strutting through the garden like a prized peacock, her chin held so high you couldn't touch her with a bargepole. Before the woman could even reach the threshold, Aunt Molly stepped out to intercept her.

“Mornin’, Molly,” Peggy piped in her thick, melodic West Country accent. “How be things today?”

“Just fine, Peggy. It’s almost opening time, and we’re expecting a rush.”

“I’ll be brief,” Peggy whispered loudly, her eyes darting around. “Thought you’d want to know what’s just gone down over in Dartbrook. It hasn’t hit the telly yet — if they even broadcast it.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Aunt Molly asked, crossing her arms.

“Young Alicia Keays,” Peggy hissed eagerly. “She’s been murdered. By her own schoolmates!”

Aunt Molly scoffed. “What are you gabbling about, Peggy?”

“I’m telling you, murdered! If you ask me, the whole lot of them should be thrown straight into jail.”

“Well, we aren’t asking you,” Molly snapped.

Overhearing the commotion, Jenny stepped out onto the porch to greet the village gossip. After listening to Peggy’s wild, breathless explanation, Jenny tried to assure her there must be a mistake. But Peggy dug her heels in, insisting her source was sound. Knowing Peggy's notorious habit of inflating the truth, Jenny and her aunt took the sensational tale with a heavy pinch of salt.

“Must fly,” Peggy announced abruptly, smoothing her skirt. “Have to put my pinnie on and feed my babies.”

As the eccentric busybody hurried back to her seven cats, Jenny and Molly exchanged a baffled look, fully expecting the real story to iron itself out through the village grapevine later in the day.

Right at opening time, the gate clicked open. It wasn't a tourist, but Father Gordon. Instead of his formal Sunday vestments, the parish priest was dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt. Jenny couldn't help but notice how the relaxed attire highlighted his sharp jawline and strong cheekbones. “He really is quite handsome for a vicar,” she thought lightly.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” Father Gordon sighed as he approached, his expression grim. “I just crossed paths with Peggy Baldwin, so I assume she’s already subjected you to her version of the Dartbrook tragedy? I truly wish she’d mind her own business, though I suppose she doesn't mean any harm.”

“Well, Father, she told us an absolute horror story,” Jenny replied. “What actually happened?”

“A terrible accident at the girls' school,” he explained, his voice softening with genuine grief. “Some of the students were fooling around on the steps leading to the playground. Alicia was accidentally pushed a bit too hard, lost her footing, and suffered a severe head injury on the concrete below. Tragically, she passed away in the ambulance on the way to Torbay Hospital.”

Aunt Molly gasped, her hand flying to her chest. “Good Lord... Peggy told us it was cold-blooded murder!”

“No, that’s completely absurd,” Father Gordon shook his head. “It was a devastating fluke. Nobody is to blame. I’m actually on my way to the hospital now to console her poor parents.”

The news hit Jenny like a physical blow. Alicia was a bright, popular sixteen-year-old who spent her summer Sundays helping out at the teashop. She had looked up to Jenny, and the two had formed a genuine bond, rooted partly in the fact that Jenny had attended the very same prestigious, nun-run academy in her youth.

“Once the shock settles for the family,” Jenny said tightly, swallowing the lump in her throat, “I’ll go pay my respects.”

“That’s right, my dear,” Aunt Molly said, patting her arm gently. “For now, let's keep our hands busy and serve these customers.”

“I know... but I need to see them,” Jenny murmured, her mind already drifting to the spiritual plane. “Maybe Alicia will try to come through to me. It’s too early for a connection right now — she has to cross over and make the choice to reach out first. I just... I want to understand how a life so vibrant and healthy could be cut short so cruelly.”

“That’s the brutal truth of this world,” Aunt Molly sighed heavily. “Here today, gone tomorrow. Lord knows I’ve been struck by immense pain in my lifetime, Jenny. But pain has never broken me.”

By noon, the tearooms were bursting with a jarring mix of oblivious, chatting tourists and somber locals huddled over their teacups, whispering their own fractured theories about the accident.

Suddenly, a petite, familiar woman hurried into the shop. “Oh, Molly, Jenny,” Amy Gentle panted, clutching a fresh newspaper she’d snagged from the post office. “I thought you’d want to see the early edition of the Herald. Alicia’s on the front page.”

Taking advantage of a brief lull in service, Jenny and Molly huddled over the counter to read the unfolding report.

The headline read: LOCAL TEENAGER KILLED IN TRAGIC ACCIDENT.

The article confirmed Father Gordon’s account, detailing the teenage horseplay that had gone wrong at the end of the school term. It noted a devastating medical detail: Alicia had an unusually thin skull, making the concrete impact instantly fatal via a massive brain hemorrhage. The police were still routine-questioning the girls involved, and an official inquest was scheduled in Torquay for the following Wednesday.

“Well,” Jenny whispered, closing the paper. “At least the truth is out. I suppose funeral arrangements are on hold until the coroner releases her.”

The following Wednesday arrived with a heavy, waiting silence, and the inquest concluded exactly as expected: accidental death, a tragic misadventure with zero criminal blame.

And then came the day of the funeral.

A bitter irony hung over Buckleigh. The scent of freshly cut grass drifted on a warm breeze, the sky a flawless, mocking blue, and the summer sun blazed like a bright yellow beach ball. But the grief in the air was a thick, suffocating blanket.

The entire hamlet, along with neighboring Ansley and Luscombe, turned out to say goodbye. Out of profound respect, every shop and pub in the village closed its doors. Inside the packed church, small cards were pinned neatly to the wooden pews, reading: You don’t need a mobile phone to contact God. Please turn them off.

There were no easy smiles or comforting reminiscing inside the sanctuary — only the profound, crushing sorrow of a beautiful soul taken too soon.

When the horse-drawn cart arrived, bearing Alicia's flower-strewn coffin resting on a rustic
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