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Elmbrook was a quiet village, tucked between hills thick with wood and mist, where time passed slowly and no one ever really left. It had been there in some form for centuries, perhaps a millennia, with records dating as far back as the Domesday Book. The villagers had never had much time for the outside world. Most born there stayed, and every family could trace their lineage back generations. Twelve-year-old Thomas had lived there his whole life, in a small cottage at the edge of the woods with his grandmother, who raised him after his parents died in a fire he could not remember.

The village only had a few hundred people, most of them over fifty, and almost everything revolved around the church at the centre of town—St. Martin’s, a crumbling stone building with a sharp black steeple that pierced the sky. It had been there as long as any of the villagers had been alive. Perhaps it was old as Elmbrook itself. Ministers came and went, but always the church remained. Thomas had always found it unsettling. Its windows were dark even in daylight, and its bells never rang. But every Sunday, the entire village went there, like clockwork, disappearing inside for hours.

Thomas never did.

His grandmother said the church was not for the likes of them, though she herself was quite religious. Instead, they stayed home, where she lit candles and muttered prayers in a language he did not recognise. She was kind but cautious, and like most of the villagers, she had never set foot outside Elmbrook, having been born, married and raised her own children here. Her timidity was not just inherent; her grandson sensed she had been afraid of something for as long as he had known her, but she would never say what.

One rainy afternoon, as they shelled peas in silence, he dared to ask why they never went to church on Sundays, why they always stayed at home while the rest of the village went to St. Martin’s.

‘They worship something that isn’t God,’ she said. ‘They weren’t always like this. But something changed after the star fell.’

Thomas remembered. A year ago, a red light had appeared in the night sky—brighter than any star, glowing like a wound. People called it a comet, but it did not move. It just stayed there, bathing the village in its strange glow. They named it Morgoth, after something in an old scripture no one talked about. Since then, the village had felt different. The local farmers said their crops would not grow. The weather, usually reasonably clement for this part of the world, had grown unpredictable. The few visitors had mostly stopped coming, driven away by an atmosphere that made them uncomfortable. And while the church had always been a staple in the community, it seemed to dominate the lives of the people in a way it had not before. Families who had never gone before except on special occasions now attended every Sunday. The building itself, already oppressive, now looked darker and more threatening than ever.

‘Promise me you’ll never go inside that church,’ his grandmother said.

‘I promise,’ he whispered.

Two weeks later, she was gone.

Thomas woke that morning with a feeling of unease. The house was eerily silent. Usually, the first thing he heard when he rose was the sound of his grandmother pottering around the kitchen. But now he heard nothing, only his own breathing as he lay listening. Her door was closed as usual, but when he knocked there was no answer. He opened the door to find her bed empty, her nightgown folded neatly on the pillow. All the candles had burned out. On the bedside table was a single black feather.

He checked everywhere in the house. She was not in her favourite chair in the living room, or the kitchen, or the garden. He went out into the street, thinking she might have gone to see a neighbour, but to his surprise there was no-one about on this grey autumn day. The houses were closed up, the curtains drawn. He knocked on a few doors, but no one answered. There was no one in the fields, no one in the store. Even the butcher’s shop, always reeking of fresh meat, was silent.

And then he came to the church. Its doors were open. He walked up to it, a little nervous. Surely his grandmother would not be here, given she had forbidden him from ever going in? But there might be someone inside who knew where she was. As he hesitated on the threshold, from within there came chanting - low, rhythmic, and somehow inhuman. He found he simply could not enter, and every signal in his body was telling him to get away from that place. He turned and ran and did not stop running until he was home and safe.

Thomas did not go out again. He ate some food, though he did not have much appetite, then sat in a chair in his room looking out the window. There was no sign of his grandmother. There was no sign of anyone. Hours passed, yet not a single person walked past the house. As it grew dark, the weather became violent. The wind howled through the trees. Up in the sky, the red star pulsed, brighter than ever. Thomas did not sleep, he only sat in his room waiting for his grandmother to come home. She never did.
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The next day, he went out searching again. Not just for his grandmother, but for anyone. Every door he knocked on went unanswered. Even his friends would not come out. At last, he hardened his resolve and went to the church. There was no sound from within, but the doors remained open. Thomas found a spot under a tree within view of the church, where those entering the front would not see him. He made himself comfortable and waited. Nothing happened until after the sun had set. Then, as the shadows grew, he saw the first people he had seen all day.

He recognised none of them, for they all wore long, black robes with hoods covering their faces. They walked in a procession up to the church and filed in, chanting in a tongue that scraped at the edge of his mind. When the last of the congregants had entered the church, the doors shut and the night was quiet again. Thomas dared not stay any longer. He returned home alone and endured another sleepless night.

In the morning, he resolved to leave Elmbrook. He packed a bag and took the road that led to the motorway. As he walked on, the trees and undergrowth became thicker. Thomas had walked this way many times with his grandmother, but it seemed different now. He began to lose his way as the brush grew thicker, swallowing the road. Trees stretched for miles in every direction, and the road turned back on itself, leading him in circles. Hours passed and he grew tired and afraid. When at last the forest began to thin out, and he saw buildings again, he came out into the clear air, but his relief was short lived. He was back in Elmbrook. The church lay straight ahead, waiting for him.

Whatever had taken the town, it would not let him go.
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Thomas did not go out the next day. He lay in his bed for hours, bone tired from his aborted journey the day before. He felt too weak to eat, which was just as well because the kitchen was running out of food. He finally rose around six in the evening and paced the house, the only sound his own quiet steps. After nightfall, he stood at his window and saw something new.

The villagers, or what he presumed to be them, were outside in the square, gathered beneath the red light of the strange star. Their robes shimmered like oil, their faces hidden. In the centre stood Father Wilkes, the old priest of St. Martin’s. Thomas had never really known him, but he had seemed a kindly man who spoke softly and was always polite. Now his face had changed. His eyes were gone, the sockets empty and bleeding, and he smiled with teeth that looked unnaturally sharp.

‘Morgoth rises,’ Wilkes said, and though he whispered, Thomas heard it through the glass.

The villagers raised their arms, and the ground shook. From far off, the church bell rang for the first time in years, a deep tolling note that echoed through the night. Thomas ran from the window and dived beneath the covers of his bed, praying to a god he did not believe in that someone, anyone, would come to save him from this nightmare. Nobody came. When he eventually woke from a restless sleep, the sun had risen but its light was obscured by thick cloud, choking
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