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For Simonne,

Because my love is come to me.


Prologue


They should have found her by now. At least, Will should have.

Albie was not much of a finder. He was only seven, and he never knew where to look. But Will was older; he was nine and a born seeker. He could find anyone or anything, even when given up as lost.

So Lucy continued to hide, lying as still as a corpse beneath the covers of the old four-poster bed. They had a sour, musty odour. Unpleasant. Faintly nauseating.

How long had she been hiding for?

Longer than the count of twenty that Will had already called out from the bottom of the stairs, his clear voice carrying through the narrow corridors and silent bedrooms of their ancient home.

But why had they not yet found her?

She shivered as a damp chill seeped through her dress. How long had it been since anyone had slept in this bed? Months? Years? The old attic was so quiet that she could hear the winter wind whistling through the roof tiles.

She bit her lip to stop herself from fidgeting. She knew where Albie was – trailing along behind Will. Albie is Will’s shadow. That’s what Father said. Wherever Will went, Albie was sure to follow. He would be inconsolable when Will went off to boarding school.

That was when she heard something in the corner of the room.

A soft scratching sound. Like clawing.

She froze, hardly daring to breathe.

Lucy knew very well that in the darkness wicked creatures dwelt. Witches. Imps. Terrible monsters. Faceless shadows who reached out to grab at you with cold, bony fingers.

Slowly she pulled the bed cover from her face. Air as cold as ice flowed over her pale skin.

Bed curtains shrouded her view. In the fading afternoon light, she could barely recognise the strange carvings on the headboard above her; angels with burning swords fighting dragon-like creatures with serpent tails and jagged teeth.

Another sound from the shadows.

A slow, hollow clack.

Her imagination conjured something evil and monstrous in the darkness beyond the bed. She seemed to see a figure, stooped and bent with age, head lolling on a reedy neck, a murderous glint in its pale eye…

Lucy gripped the heavy pillow that lay beside her, then hurled it with all her might at the curtain behind which the sound had come.

“Leave me alone!” she screamed.

The pillow struck the heavy fabric, forcing it backwards with a billowing whump.

Was that a thwarted shriek? Or simply the sound of curtain rings jangling?

She sprang from her hiding place, eyes wild, her long, dark hair falling over her face.

The attic was empty, except for a single black feather drifting silently to the floor, where it settled amidst the dust.

Lucy shuddered. She wouldn’t hide in here again.

Then a new sound. Laughter. Will’s laughter, far away.

She crossed quickly to the attic window. Pressing her face to the dusty glass, Lucy looked down. Far below, she saw Will and Albie running through the garden, their dark coats visible against the white blanket of snow.

They weren’t looking for her at all!

“That’s not fair!” she cried, banging the glass with her fists, but she was too high up to be heard.

Her dark eyes brimmed with tears as Will and Albie ventured onto the frozen lake that surrounded Hern Hall like a moat. They slid across the gleaming ice on their knees, whooping and yelling. Will leading, Albie following.

“Wait!” Lucy’s voice wavered with humiliation. “You were meant to find me!”

She struck the glass three more times, the window rattling in the ancient frame, splinters of dry timber falling silently to the floor.

The December moon had already risen beyond the spire of the old parish church, its steeple gleaming with silver light. Faintly the tolling of the bells sounded as though to mark the dying of the day.

As Lucy looked back towards the figures on the lake, Albie vanished.

Lucy gasped, her voice catching in her throat.

Albie had disappeared into a dark, jagged hole.

She whimpered, the world stretching away from her. It couldn’t be. Terror clawed at her heart. She had to do something.

She struck the glass with all her might. This time Will looked up in her direction, his face alert, his eyes like those of a hawk sensing new movement within its ken.

Will saw the hole now, flailing his arms as he tried to stop the slide which was taking him inexorably away from where Albie had vanished.

Lucy watched, spellbound by fear. In the eerie moonlight a dark shape took flight on the far side of the lake; a heron, its great wings flapping as it laboured clumsily into the air, its rasping croak mocking the silence of the twilight.

A blurred shape appeared beneath the ice.

Albie. His pale face and blond hair glowing in the dark water.

“Will!” Lucy screamed, finding her voice. She waved her arms, pointing, trying to make him see.

Will scanned the frozen lake, his dark eyes flashing in the moonlight, then nodded, scrambling to where Albie lay trapped beneath the surface. Will pounded the ice with his fists, but it was too thick. He got to his feet and jumped up and down, slamming his heels into the ice, but it would not even crack.

Lucy watched without breathing as finally Will lay down upon the ice, his face inches above his drowning brother’s.

What was he saying?

Lucy struck her fist against the glass in an agony of desperation. The rotten frame of the window exploded outwards under her weight, and Lucy Chiddingstone fell forwards into space, her arms flapping like broken wings as the ground rushed hungrily up to meet her.


Chapter One
December 1919, Sussex, England



Light fell softly through a gauze of grey mist. Bare trunks of silver birch trees stood like ghostly sentinels along the chalk track that snaked steadily higher over Ashdown Forest.

Below in the valley sounded the shrill whistle of the train. I’d left my luggage at the railway station; the stationmaster assuring me it would be sent on once he could find a ‘fellow to fetch it up to the Hall’.

But there weren’t many men anymore, he’d said. Not since the war.

The steeply climbing path I had taken brought me to a set of imposing wrought-iron gates. They marked the entrance to Hern Hall, the ancestral home of the Chiddingstone family. The letters HH were entwined like ivy amongst the rusting pickets. A solitary lamp hung limply; its light extinguished. A twisting driveway extended beyond.

The gates creaked in protest as I passed between them. I wondered how long it had been since another soul had visited Hern Hall.

Rounding a bend in the overgrown driveway, I came to the edge of a silent lake, its waters perfectly smooth. Wraiths of white haze trailed over its dark surface, creating strange, writhing reflections.

I paused, fascinated by the curious play of light and shadow. Far down in the murky depths, something stirred. Leaning out, over the edge of the steep bank, I peered raptly into the water.

A child’s face stared up at mine, encircled with wisps of yellow hair.

He lay amongst the pondweed, his tiny body wrapped in the tattered shreds of a funeral shroud.

I shuddered, raising my hands to my eyes. The doctors had told me to expect imbalances; one of the consequences of shell shock. Disturbances of the mind. Strange visions.

I looked again.

Now, only a gaunt, haggard man was reflected in the water. A face I scarcely recognised.

My own.

I was not the same man I had been before the war. Where confidence and pride had once shone forth, now months of suffering, both physical and mental, had wrought a terrible change upon my features. Sunken eyes. Hollow cheeks. Deep lines scouring my face, though I was not yet thirty.

Noise erupted close by; the beating of wings recalled me to reality. A soot-coloured heron rose clumsily into the mist, emitting a guttural cry that warned I had encroached upon its territory. It fixed me contemptuously with a yellow eye, then glided silently away into the gloom.

I shivered. The only sound was my own ragged breathing. The garden seemed deserted.

Perhaps I was too late.

Perhaps all who had once lived at Hern Hall were gone.


Chapter Two


Leaving the lake, I wandered through overgrown hedgerows, turning one way, then another, until I became utterly lost.

Descending a flight of stone steps, I found the statue of an angel with a flaming sword standing silent guard beside a gloomy cave.

An inscription was written upon the statue’s pedestal:

In Sacred Memory of Albie Chiddingstone, 1892 – 1899

He leads where we shall soon follow

It was a lonely place. Grief seemed to hang suspended in the murk. The cave formed a grotto, water cascading from the lake above into a pool, where perhaps on a summer’s day it might be refreshing to linger. But now, in the depths of December, it felt sepulchral.

I picked up a stone and idly cast it into the water. As the splash echoed through the cave, a hushed voice called out from the darkness within.

“Who’s there?”

The effect, in such a dismal setting, was entirely sinister.

“I seek Hern Hall!” I called, unable to see beyond the shadows.

I heard an intake of breath, followed by the sound of retreating footsteps. Summoning my courage, I ducked into the cave, where a narrow passage, carved through the rock, descended at a steep angle. There, half obscured by the gloom, I saw a figure, draped and hooded in white, gliding away, one arm held against the wall.

“Wait! Please!” I called, my voice unnaturally loud in the stillness of the tunnel.

The figure stopped, and with obvious reluctance turned towards me, the face remaining partially obscured by the hood of the cloak. It was a young woman, though she looked as thin and as pale as a ghost.

“Your voice is strange to me,” she said. Her skin was as white as porcelain. Her lips, pressed tightly together, were blue from the cold. Her fingers played tremulously with a clasp on her cloak as she spoke. “Who sent you here?”

“My name is John Elliot. I was in France… then wounded… I made a promise to Captain William Chiddingstone…” My mouth was dry, my mind fearful of the darkness pressing upon me from all sides. “I’m here to fulfil that promise… but I’m lost.”

She tilted her head, concentrating on my voice with a strange intensity.

“The lost do end up here,” she murmured, pulling back her hood and turning her face fully towards mine. She had dark hair tied in thick tresses about her neck. Her face was uncommonly beautiful; her eyes full of the same rich darkness as her hair, but I noticed that they seemed to look beyond me, the pupils moving back and forth in small sweeps of the area where I stood.

She was blind.

The whiteness of her youthful skin glowed with an ethereal light in the gloomy tunnel. There were traces of dark rings below her eyes. Close to her temple, a long, livid scar ran back into her hairline. It must have been caused by a violent blow many years ago.

“My brother is dead,” she said quietly.

She was a striking figure, draped in her white cloak with her coal-black hair.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” I said, for she seemed disturbed by my presence.

Tentatively, she reached out a hand towards me. “Are you truly real?”

“I am flesh and blood, as certainly as you are,” I reassured her, for she trembled, with either fear or cold, I could not tell.

“Let me feel your face then,” she said quietly. “I no longer see.”

“Here,” I said, taking her hand and placing it upon my cheek. With a touch as light as gossamer, her fingers played delicately over my nose, eyes, and lips.

“You’re real, at least,” she said. “Though ill, I fear?”

“I’ve not been well,” I replied, struck by her power of perception. “I’ve been recovering for almost a year.”

“Your bones are sharp beneath your skin. They did not feed you very well, wherever you have been.”

“True,” I admitted, a wry smile playing over my lips. Her fingers instantly traced the movement of my mouth. She paused, her chin lifting slightly, her lips parting in thought. As she continued to examine my ears and neck, my gaze roved freely over her own face, mere inches from mine. She was in her early twenties, a trace of girlhood still in the animation of her lips. The raised scarlet scar tissue contrasted with the smooth whiteness of her skin.

“My scar revolts you?” She spoke so quietly I could scarcely distinguish her words amidst the dripping of water that fell from the ceiling and splashed on the stone floor.

I looked away, guiltily conscious that I had taken advantage of her blindness to study her.

“Believe me, I saw far worse… in the trenches.”

“Worse than this? This curse?” She pulled back her hair, revealing the full length of the scar.

I hesitated. Never had I been so entirely alone with a young woman, especially in such strange surroundings.

“I also bear a scar,” I said, gently guiding her hand to the back of my scalp, where a piece of shrapnel had struck me on a fateful night. Tentatively she traced the uneven contours of my skin, her brow furrowing. I regarded her in silent fascination.

“At least your scar is hidden,” she muttered. “No one would know it was there. My scar cannot be concealed.”

“It is not what I first saw of you…” I began, but she placed her finger over my lips.

“I have often wondered how my scar must seem to a stranger. Well, now I know. You pity me.”

“I never said that,” I replied frankly. But I was moved by her plight. She seemed utterly alone, lost amidst grief and despair. “I presume that you are Miss Chiddingstone. Captain Chiddingstone’s sister? This is a fortunate encounter, for I have something for you from–”

“Please leave me alone! You have no business coming here.” She hurried past me towards the garden, her hand following a wire that stretched along the tunnel. She moved as silently as a ghost, her white gown blending into the mist as she vanished from sight.

I stood, bewildered.

The sight of droplets falling from the taut wire caught my attention and I went towards it. It thrummed like a cello string against my fingers, proving at least that my enchantress was indeed genuine and not some phantom of my imagination. She must use the wire to guide her steps as she returned to Hern Hall. I tapped my fingers against it and felt the thrill of the cold metal dancing against my skin. Faintly, the ringing of a bell sounded in response to my touch.

In no man’s land, beyond our trenches, the barbed wire would sing at night when the wind blew from the east, a haunting cry of rusting metal that rang like a lament for the lost souls who lay buried in the mud.

The wire jerked in my hand, summoning me back to the present, away from thoughts of war.

I looked curiously into the gloom that hung over the clipped rows of yew hedge where the cable led. Again came the faint jingle of a bell. The image of a child’s face floating beneath dark water flashed before my mind. This time the eyes were open, the mouth shaped in a silent, terrified scream. I wound my fingers tightly round the wire and walked onwards through the mist towards Hern Hall.


Chapter Three


Passing through an archway formed of twisted hawthorn branches, I emerged onto a gravel drive. Hern Hall lay before me, rising like a ghost ship from the fog.

It was an ancient building, half-timbered in beams of dark Sussex oak. Narrow, mullioned windows jutted from the upper stories, and chimneys reached to the sky like twisted fingers. A sinewy wisteria tree grew so close to the building that its branches were entangled with the very bricks, creating strange shapes and arabesque patterns against the high walls and windows.

Above the main door, carved from wood, was a heron, its head tilted back, the beak open as though screaming at the sky. I was struck by a sinister detail, presumably intended to satisfy the superstitious hunger of the original inhabitants of the Elizabethan age; the beak was serrated, revealing a row of wicked teeth inside its mouth. It certainly looked capable of warding off evil spirits – if that was its purpose. The ungainly bird, the watchful hunter of lakes and streams, was gatekeeper to the home of the Chiddingstone family. Its serpentine neck and crooked legs suggested something diabolical, a glimpse into the murky heraldry of centuries long since dead.

Beside the door, a chain hung half hidden amongst tendrils of ivy. I pulled it, hearing nothing. I sensed only darkness and silence on the other side of the oak-panelled door. Stepping back, I looked up at the high, narrow windows. A dark figure watched from an upstairs room. It was a woman, her eyes fixed upon me with rigid intensity. I raised my hand, but she vanished from sight, retreating into the gloomy interior.

A minute passed. I tried the chain once more. Nothing stirred. The heron stood in mocking silence.

Finally, the door was opened. A butler, well past middle age, peered out at me from the shadows, his small features and short legs seeming to exaggerate the roundness of his face and body. Wisps of grey hair curled about his ears, but the crown of his head was entirely bald.

His eyes regarded me with suspicion. Dressed as I was in my long trench coat and old dark suit, which hung loosely from my emaciated frame, I must have appeared more like a scarecrow than a man.

“I beg your pardon, sir. I was below stairs, and it takes me a minute or two to answer the bell. I’m Danby, Lord Chiddingstone’s butler. Our valet went off to fight the Hun, but he never came back. A bullet went through his throat, just here,” he pointed at his neck, where his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, “passed straight through and out the other side. He never stood a chance, though it still took him several hours to die, I’m told. What harm had he ever done to anyone to die like that, I wonder?”

“He lies with many other brave men,” I said. “Too many that we shall never see again.”

He scrutinised me closely, then nodded.

“That’s it, sir.” He touched his hand to his heart. “All those brave boys, gone to fight and lost forever. They say we won the war, that we beat the Germans, but it doesn’t feel much like winning, not when all around there are fields empty that should be ploughed, and beds empty that should be slept in. How can that be called winning? Seems to me we lost as much as we gained.”

I laid a hand gently on his arm. My time in France had taught me much about suffering.

“Bless you, sir.” Danby gave me a grateful look. “The young master, he was another one that went to fight. What a terrible tragedy for all of us here. Just like you he was tall and handsome, with all his life before him. I remember the day he went off, dressed in his officer’s uniform, so grown up, so steady in himself. And now…”

The butler shook his head slowly, biting his lip. I knew his pain. It haunted my soul.

“Tell me, Danby, is Lord Chiddingstone at home?” I asked, keen to engage the butler in his professional duties and avoid further outbursts of emotion. The mention of his employer seemed to work. He straightened up, bringing his heels smartly together, a light kindling in his sorrowful eyes.

“Are you expected, sir?” he asked firmly but politely. “Lord Chiddingstone is not to be disturbed.”

“I have this,” I said, taking a letter from my pocket. “Lord Chiddingstone invited me.”

“Very good, sir.” Danby glanced at the signature, evidently satisfied. He lowered his voice, leaning towards me conspiratorially. “We sometimes get unwanted visitors; mostly young men, dressed in trench coats just like yours, drifting from place to place, with stories of the war to tell, saying they knew the young master when he was a soldier, trying to force themselves upon the goodwill and generosity of the family. Scoundrels they are, mostly; cowards who never so much as set foot in France, I dare say, let alone fought alongside our Captain Chiddingstone. Yet still they come, lurking about the grounds, hoping for a hand-out; wanting something for nothing.”

He lifted his round chin, to show that, despite his advanced years and prominent stomach, there was still some fight left in him.

“No real soldier would go begging for a place to stay, would he now?” he concluded. “Those who served their king and country know better than that.”

I paused before replying. I’d heard rumours at the hospital of demobbed soldiers roaming the streets of England’s towns and cities, destitute, some half-crazed with shell shock, or crippled by the injuries they sustained on French soil. The thought of them roaming the Sussex countryside through the dark winter months appalled me.

“Did you know Captain Chiddingstone, sir?”

I nodded. “My name is John Elliot. I was the chaplain in Captain Chiddingstone’s regiment. I was there when… when he was lost.” I paused and looked away at the bare limbs of the trees. “I owe my life to him.”

Danby looked me up and down. “He was always brave, was Master Will.” His voice was thick with pride. “I knew him his whole life. Ever since he was born.”

Silence fell as we both remembered the brave young Englishman who now lay buried beneath the blasted soil of no man’s land, far from his home. I cleared my throat.

“I’m afraid my trunk is still at the station. My strength isn’t what it once was. Could it be sent for?”

Danby ushered me through the doorway. “Leave the trunk to me.”

As I crossed the threshold into Hern Hall, the carved eye of the heron stared down upon me with impotent fury, the open jaws of its beak as ominous as the raised blade of a guillotine.


Chapter Four


Danby closed the heavy door behind me, sending a dull echo reverberating through the gloom. A log fire crackled in a wide hearth along one wall. Wearied by the journey through the damp mist of a cheerless December day, I advanced gratefully towards its flickering warmth.

“If you wait here, sir, I shall inform Lord Chiddingstone of your arrival.” Danby nodded at me, then glanced at my satchel. “May I take it, sir?”

“I prefer to keep hold of it,” I said. “I brought it home from the trenches.”

“Indeed.” Danby nodded. “I don’t blame you for keeping a close hold of it then.”

He disappeared into the shadows, his retreating footsteps fading in the stillness of the house.

Looking up at the great ceiling, vaulted with beams like the skeleton of a ship, I noticed a balcony half hidden in shadow, presumably so that those on the upper floor might watch any visitors below undetected. I felt distinctly conscious that I was being observed, though I saw no one there.

“Welcome to Hern Hall, Chaplain Elliot.” A deep voice broke the silence.

A huge man strode towards me, his broad shoulders and stern face the embodiment of a man of high social rank and status.

“I’m sorry that nobody met you at the station,” he continued. “My wife was taken ill this morning and I felt compelled to attend to her personally until our physician, Doctor Green, arrived. I trust that the walk was not too demanding?”

“By no means, Lord Chiddingstone,” I replied, advancing to shake his hand. “I only hope that my arrival does not hinder Lady Chiddingstone’s recovery.”

“Not at all,” he replied, shaking my hand in a powerful grip but glancing with a momentary air of despondency at the fire. “Lady Chiddingstone is especially keen that you visit us here at Hern Hall. She will be glad to receive you after she has had a proper rest. Doctor Green will see to that.”

He invited me to sit down. We took seats in two wingback armchairs on either side of the fireplace. Danby appeared in the doorway.

“Bring us brandy and cigars, Danby.” Lord Chiddingstone spoke without removing his eyes from my face. He studied me abstractedly, as though I were a photograph instead of a real man. Danby moved quietly, pouring the brandy from a heavy cut-glass decanter. After serving the drinks he proffered cigars from a wooden box lined with red silk.

“Join me,” Lord Chiddingstone prompted, as I hesitated before taking a cigar. “There are few real pleasures left in this world. One man smoking a cigar before the fire always strikes me as morose. Two men smoking is companionable.”

I was not a regular smoker, and generally preferred to leave alcohol alone, but in the presence of Lord Chiddingstone, it seemed unwise to refuse. As Danby built up the fire, we sat comfortably, smoking, the brandy spreading like a warming tide from my chest to my limbs. The pattering of rain falling against the windows made me feel doubly glad to be inside. Whilst Lord Chiddingstone gave some discreet orders to Danby, no doubt concerning the welfare of Lady Chiddingstone, I was able to observe him more closely.

Lord Chiddingstone had a stern, square face, but his overall manner was not unkind. There was a mournfulness in his eyes which told of his recent suffering. His hair, mostly grey, had receded from his forehead.

“Were you aware that my son wrote about you in his final letter?” Lord Chiddingstone asked, his eyes flicking towards mine from the firelight where he had been watching the dancing flames.

“I wasn’t,” I replied, sitting up straighter.

“This is the final letter we received.” Lord Chiddingstone reached into his breast pocket and pulled out an army envelope, the address written in the unmistakable hand of his son. The letter he tenderly unfolded trembled like the wings of a moth. “This arrived just after he was killed. It must have been posted a day or two before…”

“I’m so very sorry, Lord Chiddingstone,” I said, deeply moved. Fresh grief stirred my soul. Lord Chiddingstone folded the letter reverently and carefully placed the envelope back into his pocket, close to his heart.

“From Will’s letter I understand you are an army chaplain.” He resumed the air of authority.

“I was.” I paused, uncertain how to continue.

Lord Chiddingstone frowned.

“Since returning from France I have renounced my faith,” I explained.

I felt his eyes upon me. They burned with the same intensity as his son’s.

“I can sympathise,” he murmured at last. “How anyone makes sense of what happened over there is beyond me. God himself must have flung up his hands in despair.”

“It felt like that. So many lives sacrificed. Too many souls lost.”

“Including yours it seems?”

I made no reply.

After swallowing a generous measure of brandy, Lord Chiddingstone picked up his cigar, puffing the heady tobacco as he continued to contemplate my expression. Behind us, Danby lit some candles.

The obscurity of the December darkness beyond the windows was unsettling. In the trenches I had learned to associate the dying light with a particular sensation of dread; it was the time when a shadow moved unhindered through the coils of barbed wire over no man’s land, and frightened men cowered wretchedly beneath the cold insolence of the stars high above.

“The fire mesmerises you?” asked Lord Chiddingstone.

“The past haunts me,” I replied.

“I believe it.” He nodded slowly. “That’s what the brandy is for: to silence the tumult of the mind.”

“The Romantic poet, Coleridge, believed that visions of those we cannot see appear in the embers of the fire,” I mused. “‘Fluttering strangers’ he called them.”

“Whom do you see?” Lord Chiddingstone raised a thick eyebrow.

“Soldiers,” I replied without thinking. “Those we lost.”

The fire popped, sending a burning ember onto the rug, where it smouldered until Danby stepped forward, crushing it beneath the sole of his shoe.

Lord Chiddingstone regarded me with a grave expression. The edges of his moustache twitched as he lowered his cigar.

“Have you travelled far today?”

“From a convalescent home, in Surrey. I would have come sooner… in fact, several months ago I had planned to make the journey to Hern Hall, but the doctors wouldn’t allow it.”

“You were badly wounded?” he asked, glancing at the gauntness of my face.

“Yes. Like many others…” I trailed off. Words were meaningless.

Lord Chiddingstone nodded and leaned forward slightly in his chair, clearing his throat. “I’m grateful to you for coming,” he said. “It is a comfort to both Lady Chiddingstone and myself that our son was not alone in those final days and hours.”

“I deserve no thanks,” I replied sincerely. “It was a privilege to serve alongside Will – Captain Chiddingstone was exceptionally brave.”

“Did you pray together… before the end?”

I hesitated. Lord Chiddingstone gave a rueful smile.

“Your silence is answer enough. My son was always headstrong. As a child we practically had to drag him to church every Sunday. Then after what happened – the accident with his brother – he stopped attending church completely. It used to be awkward when Reverend Streatfield came for his monthly dinner. It was Will’s way to sit beside him and question the poor man about all manner of supernatural nonsense: devils and demons, occult beliefs. That sort of thing. Just to provoke him, I suspect.”

“That sounds like the Will I knew.” A ghost of a smile on my lips. “He questioned me constantly about the workings of the Holy Spirit. I said that if only every Christian took such an interest in the mystery of God, then there would be no wars to fight, or battles to win.”

“Had he turned completely away from God?” Lord Chiddingstone watched my eyes attentively. “Was no faith left in his heart?”

I paused, weighing my words.

“I believe that he sought to understand the power that shapes our lives,” I said, each word hanging in the air between us. “He was in search of something, something that drew him onwards. If that isn’t the definition of a religious faith, then I don’t know what is.”

A low sigh came from the darkness above. I glanced up, sensing movement on the balcony. Lord Chiddingstone continued to regard me steadily.

“I can see why Will liked you,” he murmured. “You perceive the soul inside the clay.”

I shook my head.

“I have no such power; only poets have that gift. My duty was to comfort those in need… but I failed. Too many good men were lost who can never come back.”

“You are too hard on yourself.” Lord Chiddingstone spoke gruffly. “One can only do what is within one’s own power. For each and every man you helped, that was enough. Do not blame yourself for those you could not reach.”

“They haunt me,” I whispered.

“You have suffered a great shock. Time heals all, I’m certain of that.” Lord Chiddingstone puffed on his cigar, sending another wreath of smoke floating into the air. “You are welcome to stay here for as long as it takes for you to find your feet again. I insist you remain with us for some weeks. I know that Lady Chiddingstone will share my wishes. Danby, more brandy!”

Danby topped up our drinks and saw to the fire, piling up fresh logs on top of the glowing embers below. A sudden image gripped me, of bodies burning in a German trench, their agonised faces engulfed in flames.

“What do you see now?” Lord Chiddingstone’s deep voice recalled me back to the world. “Something you’d sooner forget?”

“It’s just the effects of the brandy after a long journey,” I said, attempting to recover my composure. “We weren’t used to such fine cognac in the trenches.”

“Damned war,” Danby muttered from the shadows. “Probably the Boche had all the good stuff before you got there!” His bald head glimmered in the firelight.

“Don’t mind Danby,” Lord Chiddingstone warned with a dry laugh. “He didn’t like the Germans even before the war.”

We all managed to laugh at that.

“I’d be very grateful to stay for a week or so,” I said. “I have no family now. Nowhere to go.”

“Then certainly you must stay here at Hern Hall. And it will be good for my daughter, Lucy, to have some company closer to her own age. She hardly meets anyone. Blasted war hit all the local families. Hardly a chap came back.” Lord Chiddingstone fell silent for a moment, a shadow of private grief passing over his face. Again, in the shadowy recesses of the balcony, I sensed movement.

Lord Chiddingstone threw the end of his cigar into the fire then called out in his deep voice, “Danby! Make sure a room is made ready for Chaplain Elliot – Mr Elliot, I should say. He shall be our guest tonight and for as long as he chooses to remain.”

Danby bowed respectfully but hesitated before carrying out the command.

“The only room we have is in the attic,” he admitted with reluctance. “Lady Chiddingstone’s ‘guest’ occupies all the other accommodation – Heaven knows why she requires so much space – I’ve been forbidden to enter the east wing. It’s downright shameful, if you ask me.”

“Have the attic room prepared, then!” Lord Chiddingstone said sharply.

Danby nodded, then shot an anxious glance at me before leaving the room. Lord Chiddingstone rose from his chair and shook my hand.

“I must speak with Doctor Green before he leaves. Danby will show you to your room. Please join us for dinner tonight.” He glanced at my clothes. “Have you anything to wear?”

“My trunk is at the station,” I said, somewhat embarrassed.

“It’s been collected, sir,” Danby called from the corridor.

“Very well then, we shall see you at dinner this evening,” he said. “Good afternoon, Mr Elliot.”

“It’s John,” I urged. “And thank you, Lord Chiddingstone; I’m indebted to you.”

“You served alongside my son.” He laid a heavy hand on my shoulder and fixed me with an unblinking stare. “The honour is ours. Hern Hall is your home for as long as you require.”

He turned and strode purposefully from the room. I swallowed the remainder of the brandy in my glass as the wind outside drove a fusillade of rain against the windows. The image of the heron, carved above the entrance of Hern Hall, rose suddenly before me, its sinister round eye staring fixedly into the winter darkness, its serrated jaws stretched upwards into the night. I felt grateful that it was locked outside, on the other side of the heavy, iron-barred door.

A cough from the doorway recalled me to reality. Danby was waiting to show me to my room. Above in the gallery another faint whisper of movement caught my attention. Looking up I saw a hand tracing a path across the latticed screen, then vanish into the shadows beyond.


Chapter Five


Danby’s small black eyes shone in his round face. “Your trunk’s been taken to your room. Are you certain I can’t carry your bag? We’re only a small staff here now; there’s cook, a few maids, some groundsmen, a groom. But we’ll make sure you are quickly settled. You shan’t want for anything here at Hern Hall.”

“Was it very different here – before the war?” I asked, keeping hold of my satchel.

“That it was, sir,” Danby reflected with a sigh, leading me across the hallway to a grand staircase. The wooden steps, warped with age, creaked loudly beneath our feet as we climbed.

“This house has a long history, I imagine.”

“Oh, long enough,” Danby replied, his breathing becoming laboured as the twisting and turning of the stairs began to take its toll. He paused for a moment at a narrow landing and wiped his shining forehead with a handkerchief.

“I’m very glad you’re here, sir.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I hope that you can do some good for them. For all of them. It’s been terrible for everyone lately. I’ve never known such grief as has been witnessed here. It’s like a curse has been laid upon the Chiddingstone family. Please help to bring some peace to their tortured minds.”

He took my hand and squeezed it, his eyes gleaming with tears.

“I shall do what I can, be that what it may,” I said, humbled by the honest devotion he felt for his employers. “Captain Chiddingstone once spoke to me of you, Danby. He said you were a good man and as much a part of Hern Hall as the timbers of the house itself. I see he was right.”

Danby turned and looked wistfully towards a door at the end of the corridor, his face half in shadow, half in light.

“He was a wonderful boy,” he said. “And I’m very grateful to hear that. I’ll treasure those words and keep them safe, in here.” He tapped his heart. “How can it be right that such a kind and honest young man ends up dead in some foreign land? Why can’t we have him home again? Why can’t we bury him here? It doesn’t seem right…” He shook his head. “How did God ever let it happen?”

In my own thoughts I saw rows of wooden crosses leaning drunkenly atop freshly dug graves, where the bodies of the recently dead lay broken and deformed.

The vision faded. Danby had taken hold of my arm and was watching me closely.

“Are you unwell, sir?”

“A touch of dizziness,” I replied. “I’m not used to so many stairs.” I tried to smile but the horror lingered. “The doctors say the bombs in the trenches caused tinnitus – a ringing in the ears that nobody else can hear. Sometimes it creeps up on me.”

“You looked pale all of a sudden, that’s certain,” Danby said.

“I’m all right now,” I said, managing a proper smile this time. “It’s nothing that time can’t heal.”

“I hope you’re right, sir.” Danby released my arm and resumed his butler’s air. “Your room is up one more flight of stairs, sir. Follow me.”

We passed up a final flight of narrow stairs which rose steeply into the attic. The wind beyond the roof tiles howled and whistled. We stood in a long, uneven corridor, where the darkness seemed to gather. Danby struck a match, lighting a candle that he had retrieved from his pockets. In the flickering light, only one closed door was visible.

“There’s no gas this high in the house,” Danby explained. “We still use candles and oil lamps up here.”

“Just like in the trenches,” I observed. “I shall be quite at home.”

“I suppose you will, sir.” Danby seemed uncertain as to whether I had made a joke. Then he gave me a sideways look. “You wouldn’t describe yourself as an imaginative person, would you, sir?”

“Imaginative?”

“I mean, susceptible.” He winced as he spoke, as if embarrassed.

“I don’t believe so,” I said, half laughing at his tone, which struck me as melodramatic rather than sinister. “I used to be an army chaplain, you know. We tend to be somewhat level-headed.”

“That’s good, that’s good!” Danby brightened. “That makes me feel easier about it.”

“About what?”

“About putting you in this room – it has a bit of a history. The children always used to say it was haunted. They’d forever be playing hide-and-seek up here. We’d hear them screaming and running up and down in the dark. Then the maids got it in their heads that something up here wasn’t right: cold draughts in the middle of summer, odd smells of smoke when the fires weren’t lit, that sort of thing. But that was all before the war, back before Lucy had her accident…”

His shoulders sank beneath the weight of the memories which crowded invisibly upon him.

“Don’t worry about me, Danby. Not much scares me now, not after the war.”

“No, sir, I don’t suppose it does.” He eyed me thoughtfully, then nodded his head and grasped the door-handle, which he turned, pulled the door open then stood back, allowing me to pass.

I entered a long apartment with a sloping ceiling, furnished in the style of the sixteenth century. The walls were panelled in dark wood. Rafters rose high into the gloom above. The polished wooden floor shone faintly, reflecting the candlelight. A green leather armchair was positioned close to the fireplace, where a pile of heaped coals emitted a red glow. Portraits, dusty with age, hung in tarnished frames upon the plaster walls.

My trunk had been placed near to an old armoire; my clothes already hung neatly inside. All told, it was by far the best accommodation I had experienced for many months, yet there was a strange atmosphere in the room, a troubling sense of its vast age, as though I were an intruder from a different time.

At the far end of the room, almost lost amidst the shadows, a dark shape loomed. Curious, I took a candle and advanced towards it.

The ominous shape revealed itself as an old-fashioned four-poster bed, complete with an ornately carved wooden canopy from which heavy velvet curtains hung. A damp odour emanated from the ancient fabric. Pushing aside the curtains, I peered inside, feeling like an explorer opening the burial chamber of an Egyptian pharaoh. Thankfully, the sheets and pillows upon the bed were clean.

“I’m sure I shall be quite comfortable here, Danby,” I said, looking around and nodding my approval.

“Very good, sir. The bell is here if you need anything.” He indicated a black cord that hung by the fireplace.

“Thank you. I shall read for a while before dinner.”

“The library is downstairs,” he said, before adding with a note of pride, “it’s one of the great wonders of Hern Hall. The Chiddingstone family have been book collectors for many generations. The local vicar, Reverend Streatfield, is often to be found there with his nose in a dusty volume.”

“I’ll be sure to take a look later,” I said. “It sounds appealing, but I have this to read for the time being.” I held up a copy of short stories by Guy de Maupassant.

“A funny name.” Danby peered at the cover.

“He’s French.”

“Is he?” Danby said doubtfully. “Well, sir, I’ll leave you in peace.”

He went out, closing the door carefully behind him. I walked to the only window in the room and parted the curtains. A cold breath of air whistled through, causing the glass to rattle in its wooden frame.

Looking out, I seemed to be floating far above the world. Everything in the garden below was shrouded in darkness. The only light visible was the now lit lamp which swung from the gate I had passed through earlier on my journey from the train station. Icy rain fell on the roof tiles.

From my pocket I took out the silver crucifix that I had worn in the trenches. It had hung about my neck on a chain during my time as a chaplain. The bright metal shone in the soft light, reflecting beams of gold in a mesmerising dance upon the antique portraits that lined the walls. I had survived the dangers of war. Now I must live on. I must endure. Like Tithonus, I would know the punishment of time, which for so many, like Will Chiddingstone, had abruptly stopped.

Next, I examined my leather satchel. Its surface was gouged and scarified by the barbed wire I had crawled beneath to tend to the dying and the dead. It had been a gift from my parents when I began my studies at Cambridge, in the days before death had taken them.

My fingers lingered over the damaged corners, remembering the times I had flung myself down in the mud, scrambling below the shrill flight of bullets and mortar rounds that fell like rain over no man’s land.

I loosened the worn leather straps and unfastened the battered brass buckles. Tucked in a pocket was my Bible, with its battered cover and pages warped and stained from the rain, snow, sleet and sun. I laid it gently to one side, still respectful of its power even if I no longer adhered to the creed of its religion.

Next, I carefully removed a parcel. It was wrapped in waxed brown paper, commonly used by the army to cover battle orders as they were sent from headquarters to the forward command posts.

Captain Will Chiddingstone had wrapped this parcel himself, tying it with a pair of bootlaces. He’d left it on my bunk for me to find on my return from that fatal night when he was killed. It was addressed in his own inimitable hand, the elaborate handwriting almost artistic in its flowing form.

Miss Lucy Chiddingstone, Hern Hall, Sussex

c/o Chaplain John Elliot, to be delivered by hand

Private and Strictly Confidential

Extremely fragile – handle with care!

I had carried the parcel, protecting it, ever since. Until now I’d been too unwell to make the journey to Hern Hall. I had been mindful of the underlined instruction that it was to be delivered by hand, which I assumed meant my hand. Yet I was entirely ignorant of its contents.

I had misgivings about how the parcel might affect Miss Chiddingstone, especially given the tone of our first encounter. But I had sworn a promise to the memory of the brave captain who had saved my life. I must give Lucy the parcel at the earliest opportunity.

I placed it back in the satchel, taking care not to damage it, and glanced about for a suitable place to hide it, free from the prying eyes of maids or visitors. I thought of the bed, and turning towards it was once again struck by the monstrous size of the enormous bedframe, with its elaborately carved posts and solid canopy. It seemed a bed befitting a king rather than an ex-army chaplain with few prospects before him.

Crouching down, I slid the satchel under the bed, pushing it well back into the shadows. Years, if not decades of dust lay undisturbed there. I withdrew my fingers hastily. A black feather hung from the sleeve of my jacket. It was long, like the tail feather of a crow, but so old that its barbs were matted together with grime and dirt. With a sense of revulsion and disgust, I walked hurriedly to the hearth and cast the feather into the fire. It shrivelled instantly, curling inwards upon itself like a beckoning finger. An acrid smell rose from the glowing coals. I shuddered, images of burning men rising unbidden from the silent depths of my memory.

Suddenly weary, I lay down upon the bed, fully dressed. Soon, my eyelids began to droop. It had been a far more eventful day than I had known for many months. In the convalescent ward, I had been governed by a limited regime, composed of much rest and little exercise. Sleep quickly overcame me.

In my dreams, the wan, beautiful face of Lucy Chiddingstone floated before me, her blind eyes ablaze like candlelight.


Chapter Six


“Lost… lost!”

A cry woke me from my sleep, or was it the sound of the wind through the window?

I sat up groggily. Damp air, as from a grave, filled the narrow confines of the bed between the heavy drapes. I was unsure how long I had slept. My limbs felt heavy. My mind still confused by the brandy I had drunk. The necessity of rising and changing for dinner seemed intolerable. Instead, through a thin gap in the bed curtains, I watched the playful light of the low fire, noting idly how the flames and shadows darted and played amongst the coals, as if in some eternal game of hide-and-seek.

Lulled by the shifting coral glow of the firelight, I drifted once more into the borderlands of sleep. Half-dozing, I saw before me the dugout where Will Chiddingstone and I had served during the long December of 1917, the oil lamp casting its sickly yellow light upon the walls made of rough wooden planks. On the rickety folding table, a dented teapot and two tin mugs of freshly poured tea steamed atop a pile of mud-spattered maps. A thick leather curtain hung across the doorway, acting both as a blast shield and an insulator, to deaden the sounds from outside, and to keep in the precious heat from the cast-iron stove, which we fed with such scraps of wood and debris as could be scrounged.

I saw my Bible, close by the bunk where I would try to sleep when time allowed. On a hook, protruding from a heavy strut which held up the roof, hung my greatcoat.

It seemed, if only I waited patiently enough, that the curtain would move aside to reveal Captain Chiddingstone returning from night patrol, his eyes shining brilliantly, his long fingers unbuckling the revolver from his belt, his lean figure crumpling into a chair as he reached for a cigarette, and I would again hear his rich voice as he regaled me with news of the night watch.

But the face I saw now through the gap in the curtains was not that of Will Chiddingstone.

It was the face of a frightened child.

I was so startled by the sight that I almost cried out. A cold shiver passed though me. I scrambled up, bumping my head hard against the headboard.

“Lost!” the cry came again, whistling through the room as a gust of wind moaned in the chimney.

Rain spattered against the window. The slow ticking of the clock on the mantlepiece sounded as loudly as a military drum. I remained frozen, breathlessly watching the space where the child’s face had been.

Shadows lingered in the half-light. The bed curtain seemed to stir in the draught from the window.

The clock on the mantlepiece chimed the hour. I shook myself free of troubled dreams and got up, my legs hollow.

My tongue felt as dry as in the moments before an attack, when we awaited the shrill call of the whistle to summon us to the ladders. Captain Chiddingstone’s voice came back to me. I saw him with his head thrown resolutely back, his piercing eyes fixed on my own, his lips drawn in determination.

“Onwards, men of Sussex!” he would cry. “Beyond the drifting smoke we are the devils that our enemy fear. Attack! Attack! Attack!”

Whistles and bells would sound up and down the line, the men following the officers, polished bayonets flashing in the dawn light, vanishing into the mist. It would seem an eternity before the first German machine guns would open up. My Bible tightly against my chest, I’d wait until the firing stopped before performing my duty, bringing peace to the souls of the dying.

My nerves were overwrought. The doctors had said it was to be expected. For some wounded men there might be recurring frenzies, night terrors, and visions that haunted their sleep. For others there seemed to be a more inward withdrawing of the personality. A type of enclosure of the mind, where they drew up the ladders to those outside and lived alone inside their thoughts. Long silences. Black moods. Acts of suicide.

The doctors had suggested I might recover from my shock, as they termed it.

Or the damage might prove permanent. Madness could not be ruled out.

Time would tell.

I went to the fire and heaped fresh coal upon it, determined to read until it was time to change for dinner. In the shadows at the far end of the room, the great bulk of the ancient bed crouched menacingly in the darkness, like the Minotaur in the ancient legends of Greece, who, inhabiting its subterranean prison, hungrily awaited fresh prey to devour.


Chapter Seven


Lord Chiddingstone sat at the dinner table, an empty wine glass in his hand. He rose as I entered the room, bowing politely. I returned the bow, conscious of the sense of hollow emptiness that echoed his every gesture. The death of his heir had left a void within Lord Chiddingstone that isolated him from the immediacy of life. It was as though he were watching everything through a bank of fog: detached, impenetrable and desolate.

Danby, wearing white gloves and a bow-tie, pulled out a chair and waited for me to sit. Above our heads, thin candles burned in a silver chandelier, their golden light refracted through crystal into a kaleidoscope of colour that danced upon the walls like exotic butterflies.

A movement to my left, caused by the flash of a knife blade, made me look further into the shadows. A figure sat in the darkness at the end of the table, their cutlery and crockery almost invisible. It was my phantom from the grotto, the mysterious Lucy Chiddingstone.

“My apologies,” I said, rising from my seat. “I didn’t see you.”

“Meet my daughter, Lucy,” Lord Chiddingstone said gravely. “She prefers to sit in the dark to eat.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Chiddingstone,” I said, “again.”

As I sat down, Lord Chiddingstone shot a quizzical look first at Lucy, then at me, then shrugged his shoulders.

As my eyes grew accustomed to the half-light, Lucy’s pallid skin and delicate hands became more visible. Her thin, oval face, surmounted by the mass of her dark curls, was like something from a fine portrait. The focus of her dark eyes was constantly moving around the room.

“You forget, Father, that darkness means nothing to me.” She spoke in a low voice, utterly ignoring my remark. “Why should I not dine in the shadows? What need have I of light? The food upon my plate tastes no different from yours. Have you ever seen a blind person eating, Mr Elliot? Must I be put on show like a circus animal to amuse Father’s guests?”

“Ignore her, Mr Elliot.” Lord Chiddingstone shook his head wearily. “Lucy is perfectly able to conduct herself sensibly – when she chooses.”

“I dare say Mr Elliot can make up his own mind,” she replied curtly, her fingertips straying to the web of scar tissue that covered her temple. “Perhaps he isn’t as used as you are to dining next to a blind woman. It might be upsetting for him.”

“I have sat with many a blinded man,” I said. “Many of the soldiers I knew lost their sight, sometimes for a few hours… sometimes for longer. I found that talking to them and staying near to them helped to lessen the fear they felt.”

“What did they fear?” Lucy replied sharply, tilting her head as she concentrated on my words.

“It was the darkness they were frightened of,” I said quietly. “They told me they felt adrift in a sea of dark space, untethered, floating beyond the reach of the world. I would hold their hands and talk to them, offering what scant comfort I could.”

“John was a chaplain in Will’s regiment,” Lord Chiddingstone interrupted, nodding to himself as he spoke. “Perhaps talking to him civilly might do you some good, Lucy.”

“Why do you say was a chaplain?” she asked. “Why not say is a chaplain?”

“I no longer serve God,” I said, looking down. “I’ve given up the calling… I lost the path, so to speak.”

“At least you had a path,” Lucy muttered beneath her breath. I glanced at her wan face and was again struck by the air of tragedy that she bore.

“My wife sends her apologies,” Lord Chiddingstone said, motioning to Danby to fill the wine glasses. “She’s still feeling unwell. Doctor Green has given her a sleeping draught. She hopes to meet you tomorrow, once she has recovered.”

“I’m sorry to hear that she suffers,” I replied.

“Her health has troubled her for a number of years.” He took another drink from his glass. “No mother should have to outlive her sons. It takes an extraordinary effort of will for her just to make it through each day.”

“To carry such grief is a terrible burden,” I said, “for both of you.”

“My life is hers,” he replied. “If it falls within my power to ease the pain that my wife endures, then Heaven help me, I will do it. Anything she wants or needs she may have. There is no price that I will not pay, no journey that I will not undertake, should she desire it.” He looked at me with those dark, unblinking eyes which stared out from beneath his thick eyebrows. “And yet nothing I propose seems to interest her. Nothing amuses her. Nothing distracts her from the grief she feels. I am as powerless as a ghost.”

His words hung in the silence. I glanced away at the fire while Danby busied himself serving the dinner. I was hungry after my journey and thankful for the food.

When serving Lucy, Danby took special care to arrange her plate in a predictable order, and to describe each new element of the meal as he added it:

“Chicken at twelve. Potatoes at three. Carrots at six. Peas at nine.”

I realised he was arranging the food as the numbers on a clock would appear. It created a map of the plate and the contents upon it, from which Lucy ate using a knife and fork as skilfully as any fully sighted person. My eyes kept straying to her, drawn by a powerful curiosity I found hard to resist.

Danby hovered close by her throughout. There was a clear bond of affection between the rotund butler and the slender daughter of the family. Danby’s loyalty and devotion struck me as further signs of his good character.

“The strangeness of new company keeps you quiet, Mr Elliot,” Lord Chiddingstone remarked. “Try the wine. I find it helps to raise the spirits.”

“I’m not used to such good food,” I replied, embarrassed to have wandered off in my thoughts at such a moment. Lord Chiddingstone pushed his chair back from the table and stretched his legs.

“Join me for a brandy in an hour,” he said, rising. “There is much I wish to learn about your time with my son. But first, I must check upon my wife.”

“I would be honoured,” I said, rising and bowing awkwardly as Lord Chiddingstone strode away.

I resumed sitting. Silence descended. I glanced at Lucy. She sat motionlessly, her hands in her lap, her face as smooth as marble. I noticed once again the livid scar that ran from her temple into the dark masses of her hair.

“Miss Chiddingstone,” I said, my voice sounding unnaturally loud. “I have something that belongs to you…”

“To me?” Lucy’s head tilted questioningly. “I don’t understand… how can you have something of mine?”

“It’s from your brother.”

“From Will?” She frowned, causing the scar tissue to stretch tight. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. He wrote only that I should bring it to you, here at Hern Hall, and that I wasn’t to entrust it to anyone else. I have it in my room. Will you wait while I fetch it?”

“Which room is Mr Elliot staying in, Danby?” she asked, fixing me with a stare of such avidity that it seemed impossible that she could not see every detail of my clothing, every strand of hair upon my head.

“Mr Elliot is staying in the attic,” Danby replied, emerging from the shadows, where he had seemed to be hiding. “Your mother has commandeered all the other rooms for the sole use of her guest.”

“You are staying up there? You are braver than you appear, Mr Elliot. But I am not an invalid. I am quite capable of coming with you, rather than waiting here like a child for you to return. Come, let us go and see what it is that my dead brother has sent me.”

Danby held her chair as she stood up. Her skin glowed momentarily in the golden lustre of the candlelight. She looked as ethereal and beautiful as an angel from a Renaissance painting. Then she placed her fingers lightly on my arm, a thrill running through my skin as she did so, and we walked side by side into the shadows.


Chapter Eight


Walking beside Lucy up the winding staircase, I noticed again how she moved with an eerie lightness, scarcely making a sound upon the steps, whereas my own heavy feet rang out loudly as I limped along.

“The way you walk… is that because of the war?” Lucy asked, as if reading my thoughts.

“Yes. There was an explosion… but I was one of the lucky ones. Here is the attic,” I said, opening the door so she could pass through. She paused on the threshold, shivering a little.

“Are you cold?” I asked. “Please take my jacket – let me put it over your shoulders.”

“No, thank you, Mr Elliot,” Lucy replied. “It is not from the cold that I shiver. I have not been in this room for many years. We used to play here when we were children…”

She passed slowly into the room, her arms stretched outwards, feeling her way cautiously.

“I remember this old bed,” she said, touching the nearest bed-post, her fingers following the carved patterns that ran upwards from the base to the canopy. “It frightened me. It always felt cold, even in the summer.”

“It’s certainly unique. I know of nothing like it. I can’t imagine who would have made such a grotesque thing.”

“Then it belongs here, at Hern Hall,” Lucy said, stepping away and tracing her scar with her fingertips. “Along with all the other oddities.”

I paused, conscious of the cruelty of fate that hid her beauty from her. Reaching beneath the bed I retrieved my satchel and gently guided Lucy to sit beside me.

“Here,” I said, taking out the parcel and holding it carefully, conscious that to drop it now, after such a long journey to reach its rightful owner, would be calamitous. “But I hope it doesn’t upset you, whatever it is.”

“If Will wanted me to have it,” Lucy protested, “what harm can there be?”

“Nothing good comes from war,” I said, “and Will was under a great deal of strain, both physically and mentally, when he left this parcel for you. I worry that it might cause you fresh anguish.”

“I am quite capable of making up my own mind, Mr Elliot, without being protected by you.”

“Forgive me.” I faltered. “There was such evil there… in the war. I shudder to think that you might be exposed to its influence, however unlikely that seems.”

“But you have no right to decide what is good for me and what is not!” Lucy pursed her lips in annoyance. “I am not a helpless child to be protected by your chivalry. I am a grown woman and can decide for myself the merits of private correspondence sent to me by my own brother!”

“I am learning that lesson,” I said, placing the parcel on her lap.

Lucy drew in a deep breath to subdue her agitation, her chest rising beneath the silk of her dress.

“Never treat me like that again,” she said.

“I promise not to,” I replied, chastened.

“Let’s open the parcel,” she said.

“I found it on my bunk… the night Will died,” I said. “It was as though he knew he wouldn’t be coming back that night. It’s addressed to you.”

“Will was always mysterious,” Lucy whispered. “I wonder what it could be.”

I handed her the parcel, completing my part of the mission Captain William Chiddingstone had set for me in 1917. I felt a palpable sense of relief, yet still longed to discover what it was that I had been tasked to carry back from the chaos of war.

Lucy’s fingers traced over the wax paper, playing with the frayed ends of the string that bound the parcel. Then she began untying the knots that had been secured by her eldest brother during his final moments on earth.

Compelled to touch the rough fibres of the string that Lucy was untying, I seemed to feel Will’s presence beside us, as though the string were a clue that led back through the dim maze of my illness to his alert face, alive again in a fragment of recovered time. Briefly, his eyes held mine, their piercing darkness disarming, his handsome face alive with a restless intelligence that prowled behind his expression like a caged wolf, loose strands of dark hair swept from his forehead with unconscious irritation, the cleft chin raised aloft, head tilted back, as though to pass judgement on the world he was so soon to leave.

I looked up at the fire, overwhelmed by a resurgence of grief. How vivid, how sudden, how real that brief vision had been! I let out a deep sigh, my mind clouded with sadness. Somewhere in the darkness outside, a church bell began to ring.

“He feels close.” Lucy’s voice was hushed. “As though he is here again.”

“I feel it too.” I swallowed, my voice unsteady.

Removing the string and laying it carefully to one side, as though it were part of a holy relic, Lucy carefully unfolded the paper. Inside was a wooden box, decorated with a pattern of black and yellow squares. I murmured to myself in recognition. It was Will’s chessboard. Many an hour we had sat opposite one another, immersed in our games, as outside the sound of sporadic gunfire or the droning whine of a reconnaissance plane served to remind us of the larger game in which we served.

“Your move, Chaplain,” Will would mutter idly, stretching out his long, lean fingers and moving his knight two spaces forward then one to the side, knocking one of my pawns from the board. Then he’d lean back in his chair and light a cigarette, the smoke of which drifted like fog between the oil lamp and the table at which we played. “Let’s see how a man with God on his side gets out of this trap.” A sardonic smile would play at the edges of his lips, as though life itself was an idle amusement, that war or chess or religion or despair were of equal rank in his eyes, and only a fool would take any one more to heart than another. I had sensed in him a loneliness that no spiritual faith could inhabit.

“I remember this box!” Lucy said, feeling the edges where two brass hinges allowed the chessboard to be unfolded in order to lie it flat. She shook the box gently. Something bumped inside.

Finding the metal latch on the side of the box, she snapped it smartly open. The wooden sides began to separate, falling open along the hinged edge. Lucy opened it fully outwards, taking care that nothing should fall out. Instead of the expected collection of battered chess pieces, Lucy removed a cotton handkerchief, tied in a knot at one end to form a bag.

I frowned. I couldn’t recall Will ever storing the chess pieces in such a way.

“What is it?” Lucy asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied, puzzled. “I expected there to be chess pieces inside.”

“Will was always unpredictable.” Lucy hazarded a faint smile.

She dug her nails into the tightly drawn knot and attempted to untie it. Gradually it began to loosen, and she spread the handkerchief open on her lap.

Inside, lying next to one another like a row of dead soldiers, were nine dark candles.

“What the devil?” I muttered in astonishment. A blast of wind drove a spattering of sleet against the windows.

Lucy drew nearer, a shiver passing through her.

“What do you see?” she asked.

“Candles… although the strangest candles I’ve ever seen!”

I examined them more closely. They were uniform in length, but irregularly formed. Each candle was so wretchedly crafted, with lumps bulging beneath the black wax, that they might have been mistaken for severed fingers. Several of the candles appeared to have been scored with a knife; patterns were visible covering the glossy surface; curving vertical lines intersected with deep horizontal grooves. The wicks were roughly trimmed, their ends frayed and tattered as though they had been cut with a dull blade. Even the colour was uneven. What I had taken for black was, I now saw, dark red. As I held each candle up and exposed it to the light from the room’s fire, the wax turned a deep ruby colour, reminiscent of a winter sunset, when the dying light turns the sky crimson.

“What are they for?” Lucy asked, recoiling as her fingers traced over the etchings on the wax.

I did not reply. What they signified I did not know. Why Will had charged me to bring them to Hern Hall, to ferry them home from France and make this pilgrimage to the place of his childhood, I could not guess. I laid them back gently in the chess case.

“Do the markings resemble anything here at Hern Hall?” I asked after a pause, watching the flames rising and falling as a cold draught escaped from the chimney.

“I don’t think so,” Lucy replied, knotting her brow in thought. “Nothing comes to mind… whatever can they mean?”

But I was as bewildered as her.

“We should be careful not to damage them until we learn more,” I cautioned, thinking of the trust that Will had placed in me. “They look fragile, as though they might break at any moment.”

“More oddities,” Lucy commented. “And such a peculiar smell!” She wrinkled her nose. It had not occurred to me to smell the candles. I held one closely to my nose, sniffing tentatively.

“Peculiar is right,” I agreed. “The smell reminds me of the trenches… earthy and sour.”

“What are they made of?” Lucy asked, her interest in the construction of the candles animating her face and rekindling her youthful glow.

“I’m not entirely sure… Will would melt old candle ends down and put fresh wicks inside them. It meant he could stretch out the provision of candles we were given, especially during the winter months… but the colour of these is strange.”

“Will was resourceful,” Lucy said. “I remember him telling me that an explorer needed to be able to do everything for themselves: light a fire without matches, skin an animal for food, know which roots and toadstools were harmless to eat and which were poisonous. Will spent countless days and nights exploring the forest around Hern Hall. It was his only solace after our brother Albie died.”

“He was the same in the war,” I said. “Always restless, prowling the trenches, constantly moving. And he was drawn to no man’s land. At night he would slip beneath the barbed wire, a knife in hand, hunting German spies. They would soon find a cold steel blade pressed against their throats, and a nod from Will to accompany him silently into captivity. I never knew a man who could move so quietly in the night as Will.”

“He grew up playing hide-and-seek with me,” Lucy said, a note of pride in her voice. “My hearing is so acute that even the slightest noise would give him away. He learnt to move as a shadow does, free of the clumsy racket most people make.”

“It served him well,” I said warmly, “and his country. No regiment captured more spies than ours.”

Lucy’s face had moved so close to mine as we examined the candles that the scent of her perfume mingled with the warmth of her breath. The thick tresses of her dark hair shone in the yellow candlelight. Her eyes seemed to defy the blindness that held her in eternal darkness.

The sound of the attic door swinging open alerted us to the reality of the world beyond our senses. I stepped quickly towards the fire, whilst Lucy attended a loose curl of hair which had come undone and lay against her shoulder.

Danby stood in the doorway, his face an inscrutable mask.

“Lord Chiddingstone reminds you that he awaits you for brandy and cigars,” Danby announced, bowing politely.

“Thank you, Danby,” I said, conscious of the strange candles lying in the chess case. Danby’s eyes flicked over to them and then returned to mine.

“Shall I tidy those away?” he asked.

“No – they are mine!” Lucy said. “Mr Elliot has been showing me some of his memorabilia from the war. We’ll see to them. Thank you, Danby.”

“Very good, Miss Lucy,” Danby said. “I shall inform Lord Chiddingstone that you will be along presently.” He turned on his heel and closed the door silently behind him.

“Did you think he heard us talking?” Lucy asked, her face flushed.

“He couldn’t have,” I tried to reassure her. “The door was closed.”

“How could I not have heard him approaching?” Lucy tapped my arm. “You distracted me!”

“You distracted me too.”

“What shall we do with these candles?” Lucy asked, pretending to ignore my remark.

“We ought to hide them here, beneath the bed,” I said. “It’s best to be cautious, at least until we know precisely what their purpose is.”

Lucy waited for me by the door as I placed the chess case in the satchel and tucked it with its strange cargo beneath the bed. As we left the room, she squeezed my hand.

“It’s odd,” she said. “But as we were unwrapping the candles, I sensed something… a presence.”

“What was it?” I asked, the face I had seen between the bed curtains flashing into my mind.

“It sounded like breathing.” She shuddered. “This room has always had a strange atmosphere.”

A thrill ran down my spine as we closed the door and descended the dark staircase together. A malignant force seemed to lurk in the shadows of the attic, of that much I was certain.


Chapter Nine


“Now, tell me your story.” Lord Chiddingstone spoke gravely. “Tell me what you can about my son’s final days.”

I had said goodnight to Lucy, and found Lord Chiddingstone brooding alone in the magnificent room where I had first spoken to him. We sat in the same armchairs as before. Lord Chiddingstone’s face was half hidden in deep shadow. The red glow of his cigar and the cloud of smoke that rose above his head were all that were visible. I could only guess at the suffering he would endure as I told my story. Taking a sip of brandy to steady my nerves, I began.

“I’d been in France for just over a year before I met Will. After heavy fighting near Ypres, the regiment were desperately short of men. The Sussex Infantry had been particularly hard hit. There were rumours that Second Army Division might collapse altogether.”

“You were at Oxford before the war?” interrupted Lord Chiddingstone.

“Christ’s College, Cambridge. I finished my second year before I got my commission. It was my father’s old college. He’d insisted on my following in his footsteps.”

“Is he in the city?”

“No, the clergy. My father was the vicar of a small village on the border of Kent and Surrey. Sadly, both my parents died before the war.”

Lord Chiddingstone paused before making his next remark.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. “Death is everywhere these days, or so it seems.”

“It feels that way,” I admitted. “That’s the principal reason why I couldn’t continue as a chaplain.”

Lord Chiddingstone looked at me hard, then nodded and waited for me to continue.

“I’d been put with a group of replacements who between them had virtually no battlefield experience. They were boys mostly – conscripts – the volunteer brigades had long since been used up. As we made our way up to the line it was obvious that there were serious concerns that if the Germans attacked again, they would annihilate the regiment. We bombarded their positions day and night in the hope of keeping them from recognising how vulnerable we were.”

“Make as much noise as possible, eh?” Lord Chiddingstone said. “Bark the other dog down.” He gave a wry smile.

“The noise was like nothing I can describe…” I paused, seeing in my memories the great confusion of dirt and death that erupted on no man’s land when the shells exploded.

“Will was one of the few amongst us who seemed able to master his fear. Whilst many officers simply cowered in their dugouts, Will patrolled the trenches, handing out cigarettes, reassuring his men, perfectly in control of himself. And he never seemed to sleep. All through the hours of darkness he checked on the night watch, even those sentries in the forward posts, whispering words of encouragement in their ears, telling them that they weren’t forgotten, and that he was ready to fight alongside them at any moment.”

“Did the men accept him as their leader?” Lord Chiddingstone’s voice had grown thick.

I nodded. “His bravery was second to none. Every man in the regiment knew that when the time came to fight, Captain Chiddingstone would lead the charge. That’s what respect meant out there.” I paused, taking a sip of brandy. In the shadows, Danby waited silently, like a guard at his post. The clock in the hall struck the hour, its solemn chimes echoing through the shadows. Lord Chiddingstone leant forward and stared hard at me from under his full eyebrows, like a sparrowhawk fixing upon its prey.

“You paint a vivid picture of my son,” he said. “For a moment I saw, through your eyes, into the past you describe.”

I hesitated. “It troubles me to cause you fresh grief.”

“Grief is the price of love,” Lord Chiddingstone muttered in a low voice. “Nothing you say can increase the burden of my suffering, but your words may lighten it. Just by listening to you, I was carried momentarily back to a time when my son was alive. For that I am grateful. Most grateful indeed.” He raised his glass. “Your health, John.”

“Your health – and that of your family’s,” I replied, tasting again the rich intensity of the brandy. “I fear I may need this… my strength has deserted me lately.”

“There’s nothing to apologise for,” Lord Chiddingstone said, looking steadily at me. “You’re done in; exhausted from the war. That’s what caused it. You’ll stay here with us for as long as it takes for you to get fit again. See if we can’t put some flesh on those bones, eh, Danby?”

“Cook is very keen to oblige.” Danby’s voice came promptly from the shadows. “She knows how to build a man’s strength back up. Eggs, bacon, sausages. Nothing that can’t be cured by a good breakfast, sir.”

Lord Chiddingstone chuckled and lit his cigar, throwing the burning matchstick into the ruby depths of the embers.

“That’s the spirit!” he said, gruffly. “I’ll bet you didn’t get pork sausages and fried bread over in France?”

“Hard biscuits and tinned meat,” I said, wincing at the memory. “Most of the time we’d rather eat the rats.”

“It’s no wonder you look like a scarecrow,” Lord Chiddingstone commented. “I’ll bet Will was the same?”

“He hardly seemed to eat,” I admitted. “Just smoked his cigarettes.”

Lord Chiddingstone’s mouth twitched, then he spoke. “How was he… by the end?”

“Gaunt,” I said, focusing on memories of Will from those final days. “He seemed driven to protect his men, always pushing the limit of his own safety to increase theirs. If a sentry was too tired to stand, Will would take his place. If the forward observation post needed support, Will would crawl out under the fire of the guns to relieve them. Even then he seemed haunted by regret for those he couldn’t save.”

“He never came back to visit us,” Lord Chiddingstone said. “Even when he had leave.”

“I don’t think he could. He was drawn to his doom.”

“Drawn?”

“Compelled, then,” I said, pausing before finishing quietly, “by what he sought.”

Lord Chiddingstone looked at me sharply. The air in the room felt as heavy as lead.

“What was he seeking?” he asked, rolling his cigar.

“Death,” I replied. “Will sought to end his life on no man’s land.”


Chapter Ten


A blast of air coursed down the wide chimney, sending a shower of glowing sparks onto the hearthstone where they faded to ashes.

“Are you saying my son wanted to die?” Lord Chiddingstone asked, spitting out the words as though they burnt his tongue. “How can that be?”

“Will told me he was haunted by visions of death – something from his childhood,” I explained hurriedly. “Does that mean anything to you?”

His eyes dropped from mine.

“Will had a troubled youth,” he muttered. “He was an intelligent boy: solitary, secretive. We hardly knew where he was from dawn to dusk. Always off somewhere in the attic or the garden. Isn’t that right, Danby?”

“He was born to explore,” Danby confirmed, his voice low and husky. “I never knew such a child for seeking out the most hidden and forgotten corners of the house. He seemed to know every inch of Hern Hall: every staircase, every cupboard, every tunnel.”

“There are tunnels here?” I asked, surprised.

“Oh yes, sir,” Danby replied proudly. “Tunnels that go right out under the lawns and the lake. Wonderful for storing wine; the temperature down there is constant all year long.”

Lord Chiddingstone stirred impatiently in his chair. “What else did he tell you about his fascination with death?”

I frowned, concentrating on the memory. I could see Will’s thin fingers in my mind, rolling a cigarette from his tobacco pouch, smoothing the thin paper around the dry shredded leaves, his hands moving in precise and practised rhythm like the Pied Piper.

“He spoke of a shadow that watched him in the night… a grotesque creature…”

“How hideous.” Lord Chiddingstone raised the brandy glass to his lips, which rattled lightly against his teeth. “My son was fixated by our heraldic emblem – perhaps you noticed it above the front door? A black heron.”

I nodded.

“I hadn’t realised the extent of his grief – the damage it had done to his mind,” Lord Chiddingstone whispered. “My poor boy… He never said.” He grew pale. “You know that his brother, Albie, died in a terrible accident when he was young?” he uttered, staring into the depths of the fire. “Drowned in the lake. Will saw it all happen, right before his eyes.”

“I suspected there was something tragic in his past,” I said. “His mind was never at rest.”

“More brandy, Danby, for God’s sake!” Lord Chiddingstone barked. The strengthening wind shook the windows at the far end of the room, stirring the red damask curtains which held the night at bay.

“Will was entirely blameless, of course!” Lord Chiddingstone continued, forcibly composing himself. “We all knew that. They were children. But he never spoke openly of his suffering to me… I wish now I had tried harder with him.”

“Perhaps that’s why he fought so fiercely over there,” I said. “He may have been seeking redemption. With every soldier he saved, he was atoning for his guilt, or gaining pardon for his sin.”

“There was no sin! No disgrace! No error!” Lord Chiddingstone struck his knee violently. “His brother was cursed – as we all are!”

He sat, stern-faced, overcome by the unremitting flood of memory. I realised then that war was unending; its tragedy still unfolding. Death held dominion over the families of the lost.

“Will died on the night of the winter solstice. It was late, close to midnight, when a sentry heard a cry far out in no man’s land. They reported it immediately. Will and I shared the officers’ dugout, so I was with him when the message came through.”

“Who was it?” Lord Chiddingstone asked.

“It was one of our men, desperately hurt, caught amongst the wire.”

“Wire?”

“Barbed wire. It lay everywhere, rusting and twisted. In shell craters it massed together, forming impenetrable thickets. Even our tanks became trapped in it.”

“And the soldier was there?”

“He’d been wounded in an attack – we’d given him up as dead, but he’d crawled beneath the wire and hidden.”

“And so my son went to rescue him on the darkest night of the year?”

I nodded.

“And never came back.” Lord Chiddingstone stared into the shadows; his fierce eyes subdued. “Was he alone, at the end?”

I shook my head. “I went with him. I volunteered to go. As chaplain it was my duty to comfort the injured and the dying.”

“That shows courage.”

“Not really.” I shook my head. “I carried no weapon. I wasn’t there to fight.”

“Some might say that shows even greater courage,” he murmured.

I bit my lip, tempted to disagree, then carried on with my tale.

“With two stretcher-bearers, Will and I crawled out under the cover of darkness in the direction the cry had come from.”

“Couldn’t the enemy see you?”

“The night was pitch black. But they could hear us. Hearing is as good as seeing when there’s no light.”

“I believe it; my daughter tells me so.”

I remembered Lucy appearing from the shadows in the grotto and how her fingers had played over my skin, learning my features.

“We moved slowly from shell crater to shell crater, inching forward until we reached the wire. Our man was there, scarcely alive, a bullet-wound in his side. His uniform was so tangled in the barbed wire we had to cut it off him before we could drag him out, by which time he was barely conscious. I prayed beside him. Then the stretcher-bearers carried him back to our trench. As we made to follow, we heard movement close by.”

“Germans?” Smoke rose from the glowing tip of Lord Chiddingstone’s cigar.

“A raiding party, using the cover of darkness to capture prisoners. Or simply to kill. It wasn’t unusual. Our side did the same.”

“All’s fair…” he began, before his words trailed off.

“They were approaching the shell hole. Will had his revolver, but I was defenceless. He ordered me to flee, it was his plan to ambush them once I was safe, but I refused. I couldn’t leave him alone like that. Facing certain death. It wasn’t fair. If only I’d had a gun, I might have helped him…”

“But you had sworn not to carry a weapon.”

“And Will paid the price,” I muttered, despairingly.

“You were there to guide and comfort, not to kill or maim.” Lord Chiddingstone’s voice was warm with emotion. “What happened?”

“The Germans were closing in. Will urged me to fall back. He said that I would see him again, that he was relying on me… to bear the light.”

“The light of God?”

“I think so. And in that I have failed him.”

“He would not see it like that.”

But I shook my head, unconvinced. “I know he wanted me to come here, to Hern Hall, once the war was over.”

“And you have done that, and I am grateful to you.” Lord Chiddingstone leant forward. “Did he say nothing else?”

I hesitated, thinking of the instructions on the parcel.

“Nothing else,” I whispered. “I wish I could tell you more.”

Lord Chiddingstone raised a hand to his brow. His voice was low when he said, “How did it end?”

“I was halfway across no man’s land when a flare went up. I turned and saw Will for the last time. He was crouched low, holding a locket that he’d taken from beneath his shirt. I saw him raise it to his lips. Then the flare went out. In the darkness he began firing. One of the Germans must have thrown a grenade because there was a blinding flash, and I was knocked off my feet. Everything went black.”

“That was the blast that injured you – that you have been recovering from?”

“Yes. My head and back were badly affected, as were my legs. After that… I simply couldn’t face it anymore. The war was over for me.”

“Was this what you saw?” Lord Chiddingstone unbuttoned his collar and removed a gold pendant that hung from a chain around his neck. I recognised it immediately.

“Will’s locket!”

“It was returned when they informed us of his death.”

“I never knew…”

“He wore it everywhere. Inside is a photograph of Albie, his little brother. He never took it off.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice cracking. “He died saving me.”

“You may find it hard to believe, but that gives me great comfort,” Lord Chiddingstone replied. “My son did not die in vain.”

I looked sorrowfully at the floor, tormented by guilt.

“I shouldn’t have left him… I wish I’d gone back…”

“Then you would both be dead.” Lord Chiddingstone shook his head. “Tell me, have you truly lost your faith in God?”

“There is no God,” I replied quietly. “Not one that I can believe in, anyway.”

“You mustn’t give up.”

“It would take a miracle to restore my faith.”

“Many feel the same way. But what will you do now?”

I gazed thoughtfully into the depths of the fire before replying. “Keep my promises.”

Lord Chiddingstone rose to his feet and rested a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“Thank you for befriending my son. Hearing you speak of his final hours brings me comfort.”

I bowed my head, sensing the weight of loss that hung over the Chiddingstone line.

“I must bid you goodnight.” As he turned to go, the empty brandy glass fell from his grasp and shattered into pieces upon the stone hearth. “Lucy will show you the grounds in the morning. Please make yourself at home.”

“Goodnight, Lord Chiddingstone,” I said. “I hope I…”

But words were meaningless against the grief I saw in his face. He shook my hand, his eyes gleaming, then walked morosely into the shadows.


Chapter Eleven


I sat by the fire in my room, my back towards the bed which seemed to have grown larger and more sinister as the hours of the night had passed. The clock on the mantlepiece chimed midnight. Pushing aside the thick curtains of the vast four-poster, I wormed my way beneath the cold blankets. Despite the clean sheets and pillowcases that Danby had provided, a musty smell pervaded the air. The corner posts watched over me like stern prison guards wary of their captive. In the darkness above, the carved ebony canopy loomed. After the disturbance of my earlier rest, I knew there was no hope of prolonged sleep in such a bed unless I could have a light close at hand.

Fetching a lighted candle and examining the head of the bed, I searched for a socket in which to place it. There, in the centre of the headboard, amidst a mass of carved figures or cherubs, a round hole had been notched in the wood, about an inch deep, perfect for holding a candle. Indeed, the wood around the circumference of the hole was spattered with drops of hardened wax, and the wood itself looked scorched.

With the candle securely in place, a halo of soft light kept the worst of the darkness at bay. With the bed curtains forming an undulating wall around me, I lay down, somewhat comforted, watching the lonely flame as it danced in the cold air. I would leave it to burn while I slept. I had no appetite to face the darkness alone.

I thought back to that evening two years before, when Will and I had sat in the dugout, ignorant of the twisting paths of fate that would soon lead him to an early death whilst I would continue to live.

My mind began to sink beneath the veil of sleep. As my fatigued body shivered beneath the cold blankets, my mind floated freely on a silent current, carried back into a living past.

I saw our dugout once again. The oil lamp burning dimly above the table, strewn with maps and littered with the detritus of battle: a wristwatch, a tin whistle, a flare and a revolver. My notebook, half-filled with the names of the dead, lay close at hand.

Will Chiddingstone sat opposite me, as alive and tangible in form as man has ever seemed. There was nothing of the anonymity of dream figures about him, when faces and personalities are blended by our unconscious mind into strange amalgamations or frightening distortions of the truth. This was an exact reproduction of Captain Will Chiddingstone, as much alive as if I were the intruder into his reality, and he not the guest in my own.

The power of the dream was so strong and so compelling that I felt I were being drawn irresistibly into the past. I sensed that if I were to look back at where my inert body lay dreaming, I would have seen an empty bed.

Alarmed, and vaguely conscious of a desire to resist the wonder of the dream, I reached with my hand and felt for the reality of the world I had departed. My fingers touched against the wooden bedframe. I grasped it gratefully; it tethered me to the light. Finding another hole similar to that in which the burning candle stood, I hooked my finger inside like an anchor, and, satisfied that I could return when wanted, I slipped once more into the dream.

Will now appeared as a boy, lying upon a white sheet of ice. Beneath him, trapped within the dark depths of a lake, another boy raised his colourless face against the smooth ice. It was a face I had glimpsed before. Bubbles formed from his mouth and slid slowly away. Will thumped the thick ice with his fists, trying in vain to break through. Snow swirled around them, falling from a dark sky. A bright sliver of moon glowed starkly in the sky, tormented by a wrack of clouds, driven by the cruel north wind. In the distance I saw the chimneys of Hern Hall silhouetted against the horizon. In a high attic window, a figure could be seen, impotently waving their thin arms.

Will screamed in an agony of frustration as the ice refused to yield beneath his blows. Under the transparent ice, the boy’s face shone bleakly in the moonlight, before sinking silently into the dark waters. Will dropped his head, moaning in frustrated agony.

Horrified, I looked about desperately for aid. At the far side of the lake, close to the entrance to a grotto, a grotesque figure was leaping in the moonlight. It had wings instead of arms, black feathered wings, which it beat wildly up and down. Its face was dominated by a long, serrated beak, from which a black tongue whipped back and forth like a sinewy wire.

As all dreamers, I was powerless to affect the world in which I floated unseen like a phantom. I had no voice to comfort Will. No way to intervene.

But the hideous figure who danced in the snow had knowledge of my presence. It fixed its white eyes upon me, lowering its head, opening the jaws of its beak. It screeched a hideous clacking caw and shook its ragged feathers, the malevolent hostility it displayed aimed solely at me; I had intruded upon its territory and must be driven back, or destroyed.

I tried to turn, to run away, but my legs were frozen in place, as unresponsive as lead. The creature took a jerking step towards me, then another, then another, and still I could not move. It began to advance faster, picking up speed, plunging towards the spot where I stood, its beak lancing forward like a bayonet, its eyes rolling with furious hatred.

A scream issued from behind me, together with the sound of exploding glass. From the corner of my eye, I saw a pale shape plummet from the roof of Hern Hall, thin arms flailing uselessly against the empty air. And the black creature still rushed nearer, obliterating the moon, devouring the world.


Chapter Twelve


After a solitary breakfast (Danby informed me that the rest of the family had already eaten), I went out into the garden, hoping to cleanse my mind of the sickly fog that stupefied my senses. The mist of the previous day had lifted, revealing a pale-blue sky in which the winter sun shone weakly down. A keen wind blew from the north, promising snow. In less than a week it would be Christmas Day. For so long, in my loyal service to God, Christmas had been a time of activity and prayer; a celebration of the coming of the infant Jesus, a joyful blessing for a sinful world. Now such faith seemed obsolete. There were no more miracles to believe in.

Standing alone by the lake’s edge, I saw Lucy. She wore a black dress, with a grey woollen shawl covering her thin shoulders. At her feet were a gaggle of noisy ducks that she was feeding by scattering breadcrumbs upon the dark water. The ducks fought greedily amongst themselves, snapping their beaks and shaking their feathers furiously if another beat them to their prize.

“Good morning, Miss Chiddingstone,” I said, approaching her. “The sunshine is pleasant.”

“For you, perhaps, Mr Elliot,” she replied. “Darkness is all I see.”

“Of course,” I faltered. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking…”

“Why should you be sorry?” she asked. “It is merely a fact. I am blind. You are not. Why should you not speak of the light? It is what you perceive.”

I paused, embarrassed.

“The ducks, at least, are enjoying their breakfast,” I ventured.

“They do not fear me, at least,” she said, “though it is only the bread that keeps them here. Otherwise, they would soon go away.”

She threw the last of the breadcrumbs into the water and the flotilla of mallards, moorhens and coots began to disband, their webbed feet visible beneath the smooth surface as they paddled across the lake.

“May I join you for a walk?” I asked. “I’d like to know more about Hern Hall and the gardens. Your father said you are an excellent guide.”

She turned sharply towards me, her fingers darting over my face as she sought to know again the contours of my nose and mouth. It felt strange to be examined. The tips of her fingers were as smooth and light as silk.

“What can a blind woman show you?” she asked.

“But you live here,” I protested gently. “You know everything. I am the ignorant one.”

She tilted her head, considering my words. Then shrugged her shoulders.

“As you wish.”

She began to walk along the path, using the same system of wires that I had noticed before to guide her. The scar by her temple looked almost blue in the cold light of the sun. Her face, seen in profile, was as delicate as porcelain.

Having walked on in silence for some moments, Lucy paused and turned her head towards me. I caught the scent of her perfume; a soft fragrance of winter jasmine.

“Father says you were the last person to see Will alive. Is that true?”

“Yes. I wish I could say I wasn’t.”

“Why?” she asked, reaching out and touching the rough fabric of my coat. Her face was drawn close against my chest, her mouth set in concentration.

“He stayed behind to fight the enemy, giving me time to escape. If I had made him come with me, perhaps things might have ended differently.”

Lucy’s fingers lightly darted to the scar at the base of my skull.

“This is where you were hurt?”

“Yes, and on my back. There was an explosion.”

“Is that how Will died?” Her voice wavered.

“I believe so. I lost consciousness. It was the others who found him.”

“But you buried him? You were with him?” She moved her hands down over my shoulders, following the sleeve of my coat until she held my hands in her own.

“I was very badly hurt,” I said. “He was buried that same day. I never knew until last night that his locket had been removed.”

“They sent it with the medal he was awarded for bravery. Father has them both. He won’t let anyone see them. He’s afraid Mother will give them to Madame Blanche.”

“Madame Blanche?” I frowned, recognising the name. “The medium?”

Lucy nodded. “If she got hold of Will’s locket, who knows what use she might make of it. Mother is convinced that Madame Blanche can contact the dead. It’s become an obsession.”

“Spiritualists seem to have the answer to everything these days,” I muttered.

“You doubt Madame Blanche’s power?” Lucy asked, raising an eyebrow.

“The war has made me a cynic. I find it hard to believe in anything.”

“Would you like to meet her before casting judgement?”

“I’m curious, I’ll admit that.”

“Come with me to her next séance.” Lucy seemed to study my face expectantly with her blind eyes.

“I’m not sure it would be right,” I said. “Until a few months ago I was a chaplain in the king’s army and a practising Christian minister. I might be looked on as a hostile presence by Madame Blanche.”

“She could hardly deny your right to be there, as a guest in Father’s house.”

“But would your mother desire it?” I asked, looking into Lucy’s face. Her eyes reflected the winter sunshine. I had to constantly remind myself that she was not seeing me as we looked at one another.

“Mother would see it as a victory,” she said. “Father never bothers coming. He says it’s all nonsense. With you there to observe, it will give the whole thing credibility, that’s how she’ll see it.”

“I wouldn’t want to annoy your father. He’s been very kind to me.”

“He’ll be grateful that you’ve attended. He’ll know that you’ll be a good influence on Mother, and if she grows to trust your judgement, which she will if you show an interest in her séance, then you might be able to persuade her to drop her belief in the spirit world.”

“I’ll do what I can – if you wish it – but only if your father approves.”

“He will.” Lucy nodded. “Thank you, Mr Elliot. I’m starting to believe that your coming here to Hern Hall is a good omen. I prayed every night that help would arrive for Mother and Father. I prayed that something would happen. And you are here; sent by Will to show them his death was not in vain.”

She squeezed my hand. I looked at her face, framed by the tangled curls of black hair, at the dark rings below her eyes, at the ragged line of scar tissue that roughened her skin. Both beauty and suffering were visible in her countenance.

“Come, I want you to meet someone,” she said, pulling me after her. “I suspect you’ll like them… Will certainly did.”


Chapter Thirteen


Guided by Lucy, we passed through the hedges and bowers of the formal garden. The soft chiming of the bells on the wire marked our progress as we weaved in and out of hidden paths and through rockeries where alpine plants and ferns grew in seclusion. Lucy’s voice filled the frozen air as I limped along behind her, the wonder I felt at the speed and grace of her movement growing with every passing second. She moved as lightly as a deer, scarcely touching the ground, whilst my heavy boots thudded clumsily on the steps and gravel pathways.

Panting for breath, a sharp stitch in my side, I was grateful to see that we had reached a lychgate set in a stone wall, beyond which lay a churchyard, where Lucy stopped, calling loudly in an excited voice, “Reverend Streatfield, I have someone who wants to meet you!”

“I don’t quite remember saying that!” I shook my head as I caught my breath.

Lucy’s unseeing eyes sparkled.

“He wants to hear all about the history of Hern Hall!” she called again.

“History you say?” a wavering voice replied. “I’m the very man you need!” An elderly vicar appeared from the doorway of the church and hurried towards us with surprising speed for such an old man. “Perhaps your friend has read one of my monographs on the Roman remains discovered here?”

“I believe he has read all of your monographs!” Lucy said, suppressing a smile.

“How very exciting!” Reverend Streatfield replied, taking my hand over the wall and shaking it vigorously. “A fellow antiquarian, eh?”

“I’m curious about the history of Hern Hall,” I said. “Miss Chiddingstone has been kind enough to show me the garden. I hope we haven’t interrupted you?”

“Not at all, not at all.” He beamed at me from behind a pair of half-moon spectacles. A profusion of white hair sprouted wildly in all directions from his head, and his nose was as straight and sharp as a flint arrow. “We get so few visitors here, especially young men of your calibre. Are you an academic? A doctor perhaps?”

“Mr Elliot was in the army,” Lucy interrupted. “With Will.”

“With William?” Reverend Streatfield’s smile faltered for a second, replaced by a grimace of vivid grief.

“I was lucky enough to serve alongside him,” I said, as the church bell tolled the hour. A pair of crows began cawing loudly in the grey sky.

“Mr Elliot you say?” Reverend Streatfield frowned in concentration, then his eyes lit up with pleasure. “Can it be Chaplain Elliot? Will described you in his letters to me! How wonderful to meet a fellow shepherd of the flock.”

“I’m just plain John Elliot now,” I said, dropping my eyes from the intensity of his gaze. “I renounced my faith when I came back to England.”

“Can it be done as simply as that?” Reverend Streatfield asked, as much to himself as to me.

Lucy had turned to face the sprawling expanse of Ashdown Forest that stretched away beyond the lonely Norman church by which we stood.

“I can sense the size of the forest here…” she said dreamily, as though alone. “It is like standing on the edge of a high cliff overlooking the wild sea.” Her lips were curled in a smile of secret delight, as though she were basking in light that Reverend Streatfield and I could not detect.

“You seem doubtful of something, Chaplain,” Reverend Streatfield’s well-spoken voice addressed me, recalling my attention away from Lucy’s face. I started, guiltily bewitched by her beauty. The elderly vicar, in his black smock and dog collar, had a twinkle in his eye as he spoke. “Perhaps you are wondering where the forest is.”

“It does seem rather bare of trees,” I admitted.

“Exactly so,” he said, leaning over the gate and tapping my arm with a long, tapering finger. “And why is that, do you think?” His unblinking stare was like that of an owl.

“Well…” I paused, forced to think of an explanation to a mystery I had not been consciously aware of until now. Ashdown Forest stretched away before me in the grey December light, barren except for the occasional stand of silver birch trees and thickets of wild gorse. “I imagine the trees that once formed the forest were cut down for some practical purpose, to build ships perhaps, or houses.”

“A very sensible theory,” the vicar nodded, “but entirely wrong.”

I raised an eyebrow, struck by the conviction with which he spoke. He continued to stare, his pale-blue eyes dissecting me with disarming sincerity. After a silence of several moments, I began to doubt whether he planned to say anything more. Then he spoke again, tapping my sleeve with each syllable that he uttered.

“There never were any trees,” he said, nodding and tapping to emphasise the singularity of the remark.

“No trees?”

“No trees.”

“Yet it is called Ashdown Forest?”

“Precisely. It is called Ashdown Forest.” He looked at me, his hypnotic stare willing me to say more.

“Which suggests that either this isn’t really a forest at all…” I ventured.

“Or?” he prompted, like an impatient schoolmaster eager to draw the correct conclusion from a slow-witted pupil.

“Or the trees are elsewhere, hidden in the valleys?”

He sighed, slowly shaking his head, clearly disappointed by the ineffectual power of my reasoning.

“It tells us that forests are not called forests because of trees!”

I looked with renewed curiosity at the elderly vicar, suspecting there was something more than mere eccentricity in his manner. I began to understand why Lucy had thought it amusing to introduce us.

“Ah,” he continued, ruefully shaking his head. “Why is it that so few people ever fully question the world about them? It seems to be entirely fashionable these days, for example, for educated young men and women to dismiss the presence of God because science says he can’t be seen by looking through a telescope, yet nobody seems to doubt the world beyond their window when they see a forest without any trees. Must God walk amongst us before we acknowledge his actuality in our lives? Why do you blindly accept that this is a forest if it doesn’t look like a forest, as you would define it? I assure you that what you see beyond this graveyard is very much a forest.”

He clapped his hands together smartly before continuing. “Forests were originally enclosed areas solely for the use of hunting. When Henry VIII claimed this area as a royal hunting ground, it became a forest. Whether there are trees or not has no influence in its designation. Thus, whether we see God or not, his presence is entirely demonstrable: he created the world that we inhabit. He created life, he created us.” He stared hard at me, searching for my reaction, then relaxed, seemingly satisfied to have imparted his knowledge to a member of the younger generation.

“You seem to know a great deal about this part of the world,” I said, wary of arousing his ire again. Upon his wizened features a red glow shone from the passion with which he had spoken.

“As I should! I’ve lived here for more than half a century. This is an area of significant historical interest; there have been settlements here since before the time of the Romans. Just last week I took the head of a bronze axe up to the British Museum to be examined. I’m quite well known there. The findings of our humble society have brought me a fair degree of celebrity, if I may use the word, in archaeological circles.” He lifted his chin with a quick movement, which seemed to express his pride as a valued amateur in a world of experts. “I’ve received a quantity of truly fascinating correspondence with scholars from all over the country, and even internationally. I am the author of numerous articles – many of which you will find in the library at Hern Hall, should you care to peruse them.”

“I shall certainly look out for them,” I stammered, half amused by his scholarly zeal.

“Reverend Streatfield is cleverer than Merlin!” Lucy chimed in, stroking the elderly vicar’s cheek, as though he were a faithful hound she had come to feed. Reverend Streatfield beamed with happiness, both at Lucy’s words and at her touch.

“Really, Lucy, you know quite well that Merlin is a mythical figure, representative of the pagan worship of nature. Now, had you compared me to the Venerable Bede, that would have been a compliment!”

“I must continue with Mr Elliot’s tour of the grounds,” Lucy announced, “and with his limp it might take us several hours to complete!”

“I was wounded in the war,” I explained, wincing at Lucy’s words. Even though I was not yet thirty, it stung my pride a little to hear a joke at my expense. “I’ve been convalescing. The doctors finally agreed it was time for me to leave.”

“One must always listen to doctors.” Reverend Streatfield regarded me closely. “Perhaps this trip is the remedy you require. May I ask, were you present when Captain Chiddingstone was killed?”

“I was.” I nodded, the cry of crows filling the air once more. “Though God help me, I wish it had been me instead of him,” I added beneath my breath.

Reverend Streatfield tilted his head questioningly but before he could speak, Lucy had taken me by the hand and was leading me back into the garden. Reverend Streatfield lifted his hand and waved goodbye, before scuttling back through the door of the church.


Chapter Fourteen


The gentle rustling of Lucy’s silk dress whispered over the stone pathway. We passed a group of classical statues, their marble features frozen in mournful stares as they silently contemplated the empty garden.

“I believe you suffered very much in the war,” Lucy said at last, her voice tinged with sadness. Her capricious nature seemed to flit from playfulness to despair as rapidly as the changing winter weather. “I shouldn’t have made fun of you.”

“Everyone suffered,” I said simply. “You and your parents have suffered just as much as any of us who were there.”

“Differently, I think,” she said. “You’re suffering is in here…” She reached up and lightly touched the side of my head. “Mine is in here.” She placed her hand on her heart. “My suffering comes from having to let Will go. We couldn’t hold on to him… We lost him.” She paused, a shiver running through her body. “We couldn’t even have a proper funeral. Just a service. It comforts me to think that you prayed over his grave.”

“Your pain will fade,” I said, not believing the words as I uttered them. “Time dulls the edge of even the sharpest grief.”

“I hear the army chaplain in you,” she replied, though not unkindly.

“Perhaps you do,” I conceded. “I see the wisdom in religion when it comes to easing the suffering of those who grieve.”

“But you no longer believe in the power of God?”

I looked at the blank sky that hung over the bare trees.

“In the war I saw only the inhumanity of man towards man. That is the only power I believe in now.”

“Don’t you believe that Will is in Heaven?” she asked abruptly.

I paused. “I think that wherever he is, the light there is all the brighter for his presence.”

Lucy lifted her eyes to mine, their dark centres flicking back and forth, seeming to read my thoughts. “I see him like that too. A light shining in the darkness.”

We walked slowly onwards as she continued to talk. “When we were children, we would play hide-and-seek all over the house and garden.” She smiled. “I would find the most obscure places to hide. I’d bury myself under piles of clothes in old trunks in the east wing, or I’d crawl in amongst the dusty lumber in the attic, believing I was completely lost, utterly undetectable, but Will would always find me! He knew exactly where I was. It was his gift.”

“That’s how Will was with his men,” I said, seeing in my mind’s eye the profile of his angular face and the peaked ridge of his captain’s helmet silhouetted against a blood-red sunset. “He never left the wounded to suffer alone. He’d always go back for them; dragging them homewards, carrying them on his shoulders if he had to. He never gave up. He saved many men from lonely deaths tangled in the wire.”

“Is that what happened out there?” Lucy asked, her voice full of a creeping horror.

I instantly regretted my words. It was too easy to forget that for those at home, the true face of the war remained obscured, hidden beneath a veil of patriotic verse and rousing music.

“Were there men who died like that? Alone, in the dark?” Her fingers strayed to the scar beside her eyes. “How awful… how lonely they must have felt… Nobody to hear their final thoughts and prayers.”

“Until Will found them,” I replied. “He wouldn’t give up. The men knew, just as you did when you played hide-and-seek, that he would find them. It gave them hope. Will and I would search together, crossing no man’s land in the darkness, cutting them down from the wire. Many survived to return to England.”

“And the others?”

“We carried them back to our trenches, where they could be safely treated by the surgeons and doctors. I would sit with them, talk to them, say prayers with them.”

“Until they died?”

“Until they passed onwards. I always thought of it that way. I watched them pass onwards to a world where I couldn’t follow. A better world. Full of light and love.”

“Heaven?” Lucy asked, her hands clutching her shawl.

“I don’t know…” I took a few steps along the path, the gravel crunching beneath my shoes. A robin sang noisily from its perch in the hedgerow, its red breast bobbing up and down, alert to our presence in its domain. “When they passed into death, a light seemed to leave their eyes. They became as dull and inert as the clay they were buried in… I felt they deserved better than the cold emptiness of death.”

“God made Adam from the clay of the earth,” Lucy pointed out.

“Yes,” I said simply, watching the light of faith spread across her face as she spoke, enriching her delicate beauty with a transcendent glow. I envied her that pure devotion which I too had once felt.

“God breathed life into Adam, and that breath became Adam’s soul, secure within the clay of his body.” Lucy spoke with a strange half-smile. “The origin of each human soul is the divine breath of God,” she continued, recounting her lessons, “and as such is immortal. There is no beginning or end to God, and so the human soul has no beginning or end. It cannot die.”

“But the human body is mortal.”

“Only because of Adam and Eve’s transgression in the Garden of Eden; their sin brought Death into the world. Before that they lived eternally like angels, in the image of God, free from all want or need. The light you saw in the eyes of the soldiers was the light of Heaven, where we all come from. When they died it did not vanish. The light can never be extinguished. It carries on.”

“I hope you’re right,” I murmured. Her passionate faith was a poignant mirror in which my own doubt was reflected. “So many souls were lost. The world is darker now.”

“As is mine,” she said quietly.

We stood silently for a moment, listening to the soughing of the wind through the bare branches of an oak tree.

“Shall we walk a little further?” I suggested. “The doctors recommended daily exercise.”

Lucy nodded. Her hand sought the wire and we continued, passing beneath a stone archway into an orchard, where the twisted boughs and knotted trunks of ancient apple trees stood silently in ragged rows like old beggars pleading for alms. In the long grass beneath them lay scores of rotting apples, their soft flesh bruised and blackened in the final stages of putrid decay.

The wire passed along a mown grass path between the avenue of trees. I admired the engineering that had gone into its construction. The wire itself was strung through small eyelets in regularly spaced metal stakes, like a thread through a giant needle. This kept it at a convenient height, allowing Lucy to follow it with her left hand as she walked along. As we passed into the orchard, I noticed a bell which hung from one of the metal stakes. It began to swing as we grew closer, emitting a light, clear ringing.

“That’s the orchard bell,” Lucy said. “It has a certain sound. Each part of the garden has a different bell. I can distinguish their chimes in the same way you see the different colours in a rainbow.”

“That’s very clever.”

“Will constructed the whole thing himself – with a little help from Danby and the gardeners.”

“He was very resourceful. I admired that about him. He always seemed willing to try, even when others had given up.”

“He always blamed himself for my blindness.” Lucy paused and ran her finger along the steel wire, setting the little bell to ringing again. “It wasn’t his fault – it was mine, if anyone’s. I should have taken heed of the old window. But all I could think about was trying to warn him about Albie. He was under the ice, you see… I could see his shape beneath the ice, floating… he was trapped. Will couldn’t see him, but I could, because I was up so high.”

“It sounds dreadful…” I struggled to express my horror at the misery she must have been through and continued to endure. “A terrible tragedy. This world is cruel. That much I know.”

“Father says we are cursed,” Lucy whispered, a tear rolling down her cheek.

“You are innocent,” I said, the words catching in my throat. “Grief hangs over this house like a fog. Perhaps you should consider leaving Hern Hall. There are so many painful reminders of the past here… how will you ever escape from sorrow if you remain?”

“I can never leave!” Lucy’s face was suddenly livid with fierce emotion. “Will always promised he would find a way to make amends. For him… for Mother and Father… for me! Then the wretched war took him as well… I will not desert my parents. I will mourn both of my brothers here, blind and disfigured as I am.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you…”

Lucy took a step away from me, then seemed to control herself, and turned back, her face set in an expression of forced acceptance.

“You mustn’t apologise, Mr Elliot,” she said, her voice regaining its usual detachment. “I’m behaving like a child. I must learn to be more like an adult, especially when we have guests. Father is always warning me that I’ll scare off anyone that comes within fifty yards of Hern Hall.”

“You don’t frighten me,” I murmured, but Lucy had already begun to walk further into the orchard and my words went unheard, or unheeded at least.


Chapter Fifteen


As we walked together, I felt again the satisfying thrill of sharing the simple joys of nature with a keenly intelligent and sensitive mind.

Lucy, her hand lightly following the course of one of the wires that stretched out towards the lake, seemed to shake off her torpor of spirit in the pure winter air.

“It’s good to be free of Hern Hall,” she said, her voice softer and warmer than I had yet heard it. “I grow so weary of always being indoors, especially at this time of year.”

“December can be a glorious month when the mists subside,” I agreed. “The sky is a pure blue just now.”

Frost lay upon the hedges and lawns where the sun had not yet reached. A pair of ducks flew over the treetops and landed smoothly on the lake, sending up a shower of droplets which sparkled in the morning light.

Lucy lifted her head towards the sun and let the brightness of its rays bathe her pallid skin. “When you feel the sun on your face like this, don’t you feel that there is a benevolent God up there, who holds those we love dearest in the palms of his merciful hands?”

“I used to,” I admitted, watching the ripples move out in widening circles away from where the ducks had disturbed the shining water. “When I talked of God, of Heaven, of the love of Jesus, our soldiers looked back at me curiously, as one might regard a lunatic encountered on a lonely road, who whispers earnestly of an invisible power that watches and listens and knows the secret fears of our hearts. To some of them I was a comfort, in that I confirmed what they already believed, yet to them my presence was unessential. It was for those who were dying that I was able to do some good, I hope. I seemed to act as a conduit for their loneliness as they faced that final journey into the darkness, and they told me the names of their mothers or their wives, so that I might carry those names in my heart and to repeat them in my prayers.”

“But wasn’t that the work of God?” Lucy asked earnestly. “You comforted the dying; you gave them hope of seeing their family again in Heaven. Why do you believe that you somehow failed?”

“I did fail, because in the end I saw too much death. God’s light just wasn’t bright enough in me. I saw emptiness where there should have been goodness.”

“But you were the goodness!” Lucy protested. “You were there, unarmed, speaking of love and forgiveness. I’m certain that you did good.”

“You are kind to say so,” I said, “and I admire your faith in God, even if I no longer share it.”

“I believe in the power of prayer. I pray that one day Mother will be happy again. I pray that one day my family will be reunited. I even pray that I will see the sun rise over the treetops of Hern Hall once more, lighting the world, flooding it with shape and colour.”

“I will join you in your prayers,” I said, “for all that my prayers are worth now.”

“You must believe in the power of the light.” Lucy stretched out her hand towards the sun and seemed to caress its golden rays. “Feel it as I feel it; let it heal your soul.”

“Can your sight ever be restored?” I asked. “I knew many men in the war who went blind. Some did regain their sight. Some never will.”

“The doctors told Father that because my blindness was caused by physical trauma to the head, it damaged the nerves that allow the brain to receive the images the eyes perceive. My eyes still work, they still see, but my brain is unable to read the signals. They said it wasn’t impossible that my sight may return. Nerves can heal. New pathways may open. But it’s been more than fifteen years. I’m still waiting for the miracle.”

“You are young,” I said. “And if the war taught me anything, it is that life is more unpredictable than any of us can imagine.”

“At least you’ve promised to pray for me,” Lucy said. “I feel that I have done some good for you this morning. God may reward me.”

“I hope he will.” We walked in silence, both lost in private thoughts, before Lucy spoke again.

“Am I like my brother?” she asked abruptly. “Will was always extraordinary. I’ve always felt dull by comparison.”

“You are very far from ordinary, Miss Lucy Chiddingstone.”

“Am I to take that as a compliment, Mr Elliot?”

“Perhaps we should explore the garden further,” I suggested.

“You are still very much the chaplain.” Lucy began to follow the wire once more. I fell into step beside her. “You can see the window of the attic from here, I believe.”

I looked up at the massive sloping roof of Hern Hall and saw that it was punctuated by projecting windows amidst the chimney stacks and stone parapet.

“I see it,” I said. “It looks incredibly high from here.”

“That’s where I was looking from when the accident happened.”

“You fell from there?” I said, my blood running cold.

“Yes,” she replied. “Perhaps I was lucky to survive. When I awoke, I was blind.”

“You saw your brother fall through the ice?”

Lucy nodded. “I tried to show Will where Albie was trapped,” she spoke with a burst of passion, “but they were so far below… Then the glass in the window gave way, and I was falling… The ground below seemed to rush up to meet me.” Lucy touched her scar, tracing her fingers over the white lines that spread like a comet’s tail from her temple.

“You were very brave,” I said, profoundly moved. “You tried to prevent a terrible accident and were yourself punished.”

“I often wake at night convinced my brothers are still out here in the park, crossing the frozen lake. I feel that if I could just call out to them in time and alert them to the danger, perhaps I could change the past. Then everything would be different.” Lucy drew her arms about herself and shivered.

We stood like that, silently together, a blind girl and a broken man, in the pure December light. A desire for life, which had lain dormant inside me for so many months, stirred faintly. The scent of winter jasmine lingered in the air. I breathed slowly, the presence of Lucy illuminating my jaded soul.

We walked side by side for a distance until, coming to a downward slope, I offered her my arm. Lucy paused, then placed her right hand as lightly as falling snow upon my sleeve. Her delicate precision of movement reminded me of the religious statues I had seen in Gothic cathedrals: angelic figures, their smooth skin moulded from pure-white marble and carved with enigmatic, unseeing eyes.

We made our way along the bank of a stream that fed into the large lake in front of the house. Lucy spoke knowledgeably of the parkland and gardens, pointing out the various trees and statues that we passed as though they were as visible to herself as to me.

I found myself entranced by the low, almost musical rhythm of her voice; I had suffered for so many months since my return from France in a state of silent grief, undergoing a profound torment of the spirit as I wrestled with my faith. To be surrounded by the subdued beauty of the garden in winter, was to exist in an almost dreamlike state. Ahead, a pair of swans glided serenely across the bright surface of the water, in which was reflected the ancient gables and turrets of the house.

“How old is Hern Hall?” I asked, my voice breaking the spell of enchantment that I seemed to have fallen under.

“The house is Elizabethan. The first Lord Chiddingstone was one of the queen’s favourites. She gave him the land as a gift and the house was built in the early 1590s. It’s been in the family ever since.”

I looked again at Hern Hall; it seemed as natural a part of the landscape as the towering ancient oaks and yew trees that surrounded it. The walls and timbers were covered in lichen and dark ivy. Mullioned windows spoke of ancestral dignity and accumulated power. The steeply sloping roof was interspersed with dormer windows of various shapes and sizes. Gothic waterspouts, carved into strange and terrifying faces and animals, projected outwards. At the very top of the roof, a weathervane in the shape of a heron told that a north wind was blowing.

“It’s impressive,” I said.

“It was built to last. Even to outlast the Chiddingstone family.”

“But surely you will inherit it one day?” I asked, startled by the conviction in her tone.

“I will,” she replied. “But what then? The bloodline dies with me.”

“Perhaps you may yet have children?” I said, somewhat awkwardly.

“Children?” Lucy replied archly. “I am not so naïve as to suppose that my blindness will be overlooked. The war took all the best young men away. The ancient Chiddingstone line is at its end. The family legend foretells it.” She took a few steps by herself, her left hand on the wire, her other hand reaching to the scar on her face.

I stood for a moment, moved by the desolate certainty in her voice.

“You cannot know that–” I began.

“I do know it!” she replied angrily. “I have known it ever since the day I lost my sight! My fate was sealed when darkness engulfed me. Now I simply wait for the years to pass, like a prisoner in a tower.”

She let go of my arm and moved away, her cloak flapping as she kept one hand upon the wire, spurred onwards by the violence of her feelings. I stood mutely, rooted to the spot, my mind searching vainly for words that might comfort her, when I saw something move in my peripheral vision. I turned my head sharply, recoiling in surprise as I saw a strange figure watching me on the far side of the lake.

The figure was so stooped and twisted with age that its head seemed almost to be looking at the ground, yet its eye was fixed upon me, seeming to hold me in its grasp. Even across the distance that separated us, I sensed a sinister power working within its pitiless glare. Terror seized me. Whatever stood upon that other shore did not belong to the world I inhabited. It was the creature of my nightmare, the harbinger of death. Its pale eye beckoned me… and beneath its eye a wicked beak, serrated like a knife, resembling a grotesque version of a medieval plague doctor, its dark tongue protruding and lashing like a whip.

A rush of cold blood froze my heart. I gasped; my knees giving way. The dark figure raised its ragged wings and screamed, the noise ripping through my skull. I clamped my hands to my ears, moaning aloud, longing to escape, but sheer walls of dirt rose up to surround me, as steep as the implacable sides of a grave.

Its howling scream changed pitch, transforming into the sound of a whistle. It was time! The attack had begun at last. Around me, grim, faceless men began climbing ladders, rifles slung over their backs, helmets silhouetted against a sky of grey. Then I felt the stuttering rattle as the machine guns opened up. The world tipped crazily on its axis, and I felt myself falling, sliding deeper and deeper into that hellish trench.

Faintly, Lucy called to me. Her voice was a bell that rang lightly amidst a cacophony of thunder. Bloodied men tumbled down upon me, their hands outstretched to hold me, their rounded mouths imploring me to hear their dying prayers.

Then real darkness found me, dragging me along the twisting tunnels of a labyrinth, where a vile and gluttonous monster dwelt, its ancient hunger forever unsated.


Chapter Sixteen


How I was conveyed into Hern Hall, I did not know. When I surfaced from the timeless void of unconsciousness, I discovered I was lying on a sofa, my head supported by a cushion, a woollen blanket covering my chest. Lucy sat close by. She must have sensed the change in my breathing as I awoke.

“He’s awake, Danby!” she called, running her fingers lightly over my face. Her skin, as it brushed over my half-open eyes, was as cool as silk. “Fetch the brandy and hot water!”

I closed my eyes again, troubled by the daylight, hearing Lucy’s retreating footsteps as she went to find Danby, whose voice I could hear beyond the door.

I sat up and looked wearily about. Soft light crept in through tall windows as the mid-winter sun shone dimly behind increasing ranks of grey cloud.

I was in a library; shelves crammed with books towered above me, whilst a desk to my right was festooned with newspapers, periodicals, and magazines. Portraits of aristocratic figures stared at me disdainfully from the higher reaches of the walls.

A coal fire glowed in the hearth, imparting a comforting smell reminiscent of my old rooms at Cambridge, where on many a winter’s evening I had sat reading the great Romantic poets instead of the Bible; Coleridge, Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley and Keats, they were the disciples I had been drawn most fervently to, their words were the gospel that I secretly embraced. They, too, had mostly died young, broken by the same indifferent wheel of fortune as so many of my own generation.

I wondered which of the books upon the shelves surrounding me Will Chiddingstone had read in his youth. If I could turn the same pages he had turned, read the same chapters and study the same illustrations that his youthful eyes had devoured, then it might illuminate the parts of his soul to which I was presently blind. The room pleased me; it imparted an appreciation of the value of enquiry, where an intelligent and open mind would find much to satisfy and entertain its curiosity.

The light whispering of silk roused me from my reverie; Lucy had returned. She kept one hand outstretched, feeling for the backs of the chairs to steady herself. She held her head tipped slightly backwards, as though she walked on a high wire and had been trained to never look down. Her eyes, open and active, scanned the room.

It felt uncanny that even as she looked at me, I was to her a man constructed of a voice and a physical presence discerned and described by what her other senses supplied, rather than the face I saw reflected in the mirror every morning. Who was I to her? What image had been conjured in her mind’s eye by my words and actions? I felt ashamed at having collapsed on the pathway like an invalid.

“How are you now?” she asked, somewhat breathlessly.

“Much better,” I said. “You must think me a nuisance, collapsing like that.”

“A nuisance?” Lucy shook her head and sat down in an armchair opposite me. “You’ve been to war. Heaven knows what manner of trials you faced; they take their toll.” Her face was filled with concern, her hand instinctively fluttering out and grasping my fingers lightly. She held them for a second, then, seemingly satisfied, withdrew them. “You’re much warmer than you were.” She nodded, relaxing a little. “Before, you felt cold as death.”

“I’m fine now,” I declared, trying to stand. A flash of pain flickered behind my eyes. I winced, sitting down again. “I’ve taken up far too much of your time today, I’m afraid.”

“Your voice still sounds a little… hollow.” Lucy frowned, the scar by her eye bunching like twine. “Stay here a while longer. Danby is fixing you one of his famous hot toddies – they’re renowned for getting fallen hunters back in their saddles.”

“Sounds like strong stuff. And I’ve never ridden a horse.”

“Father loves to hunt,” Lucy said, looking towards the windows. “It broke his heart when they took his best horses for the army.”

“How many did they take?”

“Six. Father was terribly stoical about it, but I know how much he must have suffered.”

“We always felt sorry for the horses,” I reflected quietly. “They had a difficult time.”

“Father’s been trying to find out what happened to ours, after the armistice. I know he’d pay to have them returned from France, even if it’s just one or two.”

I made no reply. I had witnessed the wretched and violent fate of too many innocent animals to have any hope of the safe return of Lord Chiddingstone’s horses.

A light tread upon the floor announced the entrance of Danby into the room, carrying a gleaming pewter goblet from which steam swirled into the air like vapour from a witch’s cauldron.

“A Sussex hot toddy, sir,” Danby announced, placing the goblet on the table beside me. The liquid inside was copper-coloured and smelt strongly of whisky, lemon and spice. Lucy clapped her hands in excitement, the first lasting smile I had seen there lighting up her face.

“It smells wonderful, Danby!” she said. Danby’s face flushed with pride.

“It looks very… refreshing,” I said, somewhat wary of its potency.

“Thank you, sir.” Danby nodded. “A local recipe. Guaranteed to get you back on your feet. My father swore by them whenever he had a bad turn.”

“My thanks to him, then,” I said. “Should I drink it while it’s steaming as furiously as that?”

“That’s part of the magic!” Lucy laughed. “It’s Danby’s secret ingredient!”

“Is it, indeed?” I asked doubtfully.

“You won’t find another drink to match it,” Danby declared. “I can guarantee you that!”

I considered that to be rather an equivocation, but held my tongue.

“Drink it, John,” Lucy urged. “It will do you good.” I looked at her face, alive with concern, and thought how her bright youthfulness was so often obscured by the mask of grief she wore, like a blossoming flower covered by a late fall of snow.

“Here we go then,” I said, gingerly raising the goblet. The pewter felt as hot as molten lead against my skin.

“Down in one, sir,” Danby urged. “That’s how it’s taken.”

“Bottom’s up,” I murmured, pouring the scalding liquid down my throat, the strength of the whisky causing my stomach to clench. I felt tears spring into my eyes as the effects of the toddy swept through my bloodstream.

I gasped, handing the empty goblet back to Danby, who watched with professional interest. “That’s got quite a kick.”

“Very good, sir.” He nodded in satisfaction. “The colour’s come right back into your face and your eyes are shining like diamonds!”

“You never let us down, Danby!” Lucy said. “You ought to patent the recipe. It would make you a fortune.”

“It’s just a local cure.” Danby shook his head modestly. “The credit belongs to Hern Hall. We’ve been making the same toddy here for hundreds of years.”

“And I might sleep for a hundred years,” I said, feeling a glow of warmth and comfort radiating through my bones.

Danby took the goblet and quietly left the room.

“You smell like a Christmas pudding.” Lucy wrinkled her nose.

“I’m certain that I do,” I agreed. “Don’t light a match near me, I may ignite.”

“You sound much better,” she said, a note of concern returning. “But you must take care of yourself.” The troubled expression that she habitually wore returned to her face, the sallow skin and dark circles beneath her eyes replacing the brief happiness I had glimpsed.

“I’m much better. Thank you, Lucy.” I hesitated, then continued, “I thought I saw something by the lake. It was a bird, I think… a strange, ugly creature. It flew at me. Then the world grew dark.”

“Your mind is overwrought. You said the doctors warned you not to overexert yourself. Besides, darkness isn’t so bad,” Lucy said, a wry smile on her lips. “One gets used to it, you know.”

“I didn’t mean–”

“Stop apologising for everything you say to me!” she said, shaking her head. “You’re the first person to make me laugh since we lost Will. There is some good that you’ve done. Even Hern Hall seems different since you arrived. If only Mother could meet you, it might help her.”

“Has Lady Chiddingstone been unwell since the news of Will’s death?”

“Far longer than that,” Lucy said in a subdued voice. “My whole life, it seems.”

“It must have been agony for you all, waiting for news to arrive from France.”

“It was hardest on Mother, I think. Father had the estate to busy him, and I always felt certain that Will would return. It seemed inconceivable to me that we would lose him. Before he went to war, he promised me he would come back – that no matter what happened he would find his way home to Hern Hall. And I believed him. I still believe him, though I know that that makes no sense.” She paused, her fingers straying to her scar. “But strange things can happen, can’t they? There must be countless cases of soldiers being declared dead when really they survived. It doesn’t seem possible for him to never come home, to never hear his voice again, to never know the tread of his feet upon the stairs. Every time I turn a corner, I expect him to be there. Every time I hear the bells ringing in the garden, I expect it to be Will, summoning me to come and find him.”

“I sometimes dream of Will,” I said, sadly. “He belongs here, I can see that. Everywhere I look in the house or the garden I feel as though I can picture him growing up here.”

“Hide-and-seek was our favourite game. When it was Will’s turn to hide, he’d run into the garden and ring one of the bells. I would follow the wire as fast as I could and try to catch him, whilst he would move to a new spot and ring the bell there too. The wires go all over the garden, into the woods, beyond the lake, into the tunnels. There are miles of wire strewn across the estate.”

“Like the tale of Theseus in the labyrinth.” I nodded. “And you were Ariadne?”

“We would play for hours. It felt better to be outside… the house was always so quiet, with Albie gone.”

She bit her lip gently, as though conscious of a physical pain, then clenched her fists and shook her head.

“The candles he sent me must mean something! Will always had a plan. There must be a meaning – some motive which we haven’t discovered. We should speak to Reverend Streatfield about them – you saw for yourself how much he knows about the history of Hern Hall.”

“It’s worth a try. But please remember what I said, Lucy, the war was incredibly difficult – for all of us – and Will was under tremendous strain. The candles may be nothing more than a parting gift from a troubled soul.”

“I don’t believe that. There must be a clue somewhere – or something I’ve forgotten about.”

“May I ask you a question?” I said, trying to change the subject, for I sensed how deeply she continued to suffer from the death of her brother – of both of her brothers.

“Of course, although you are starting to slur your words. Too much grog, perhaps?”

I smiled, delighting in the lively, intelligent mind and charming warmth of spirit that Lucy had kept hidden from the world. Her dark hair shone like mahogany in the dying light of the afternoon sun.

“When you imagine me, inside your mind, what do I look like?”

“Like you, of course!” She shook her head at my foolishness.

“But how do you know what I look like?”

“How do you know what you look like?” Her fingers played lightly over my face once more.

“Well, I look in a mirror or at a photograph, but…”

Lucy tutted. “And is that ‘you’ that you see?”

“I… suppose so.”

“Well, that’s what I see too, except I’m not looking at a reflection of you, or a photograph, but at your voice, your presence, your movement.”

“You can sense those things?”

“Of course,” Lucy said, as though stating an obvious fact. “You would too, if you had to learn how.”

“Perhaps I would.”

“Certainly you would. Try it now. Close your eyes.”

“Here? Now?” I protested.

“I’m blind, I’m not going to laugh at you,” Lucy scolded. “Close your eyes.”

I closed them, feeling the old anxiety from childhood games such as blind man’s buff or pin the tail on the donkey. The room began to tilt as though I were on the deck of a ship in a rolling sea.

“Can you tell where I am,” Lucy asked, “just by listening to my voice?”

“Yes, but I can’t see you.”

“Listen to the space within the room. Does it feel like it’s expanding?”

“Yes. It feels as though the walls are moving outwards.”

“That’s one of the things you’ll have to get used to; everywhere feels further away. Rooms seem to go on and on, corridors stretch out for miles, staircases seem to have hundreds more steps than before.”

“I’m starting to see you now,” I said, fascinated. The outline of her face began to form before my eyes.

“And do I look like me?”

“Yes; you’re smiling.”

“And you look grave. Mostly you look serious. Is that because you were a chaplain?”

“I don’t know.” I paused. My mind flashing back unpleasantly. “I think mostly it’s because I lost a part of myself over there that I don’t think will ever come back.”

“You mustn’t give up,” Lucy urged, her voice suddenly closer. I opened my eyes. Lucy was sitting so near to me that I could see every detail of her pale skin and livid scar. “What’s lost can always be found,” she whispered earnestly.

Our privacy was interrupted by the sound of boots crunching loudly on the gravel path outside. Lord Chiddingstone came striding up to the window of the library and tapped firmly on the glass, beckoning me to join him outside.

“Your father wants me,” I said, standing up carefully. “Thank you for the tour of the garden, Lucy. And I’m sorry for collapsing like that.”

“You’d better go,” Lucy said, once again reverting to her habitual subdued tone. “Father hates to be kept waiting.”

“Goodbye then,” I said, reluctantly taking my leave. Lucy remained sitting morosely by the fire, the flickering light playing over the golden chain which hung about her neck.


Chapter Seventeen


Outside, I found movement everywhere. Riders on horseback floated above a rushing tide of white and brown gun dogs, who scampered between the horses’ hooves, yelping and baying with excitement as they waited for the hunt to begin. An atmosphere of anticipation and uncertainty electrified the air. A peal of bells rang from the nearby spire of Reverend Streatfield’s church, where the Chiddingstone family had for generations been christened, married, and buried.

Lord Chiddingstone’s deep voice carried over the pandemonium. He had mounted a magnificent black-and-white horse, which stamped its feet impatiently upon the cobbled courtyard. I approached warily, mindful of the immense power of such a beautiful creature. Danby, standing close to his master, nodded to me as he handed another of the steaming pewter goblets to Lord Chiddingstone.

“Good day to you, John. This is my Magpie.” He patted the horse’s broad neck. “Danby tells me you’ve been unwell.”

“A touch of dizziness, nothing more,” I said, conscious of the vast difference between my frailty and the enormous vitality of Magpie and her rider. “Danby cured me with a drink. I’m feeling better now.”

“It’s strong medicine.” Lord Chiddingstone nodded, flinging his own drink back with one long swallow. “It gets the blood up.”

“And sometimes brings the rider down.” Danby winked at me.

“A good day to hunt?” I asked, as a group of hounds surged around me, nipping at my trousers and shoes, sniffing and licking my hands, and threatening to knock me over in their exuberance.

“Not bad,” Lord Chiddingstone conceded, casting his eye over the horizon. “Once the snow comes it will make it harder; it covers the scent. The dogs can’t smell so much when their noses are frozen. This could be the last opportunity of the year for a good chase.”

“Is much snow expected?”

“Danby says we’ll be snowed in until New Year!” Lord Chiddingstone tugged sharply on Magpie’s reins, and the great creature lifted her head, revealing the whites of her eyes.

“I have my ways,” Danby explained, seemingly untroubled by the incessant movement of the horse beside him. “When the moss on the wall by the yew tree turns black, it means snow. This year it’s turned as black as tar. I’ve never known it such a colour. Snow is coming, just you mark my words.”

“Perhaps you’ll join us next time?” Lord Chiddingstone said, swinging his horse around like Napoleon on his charger, finally forcing Danby to move to the relative safety of my own position.

“I’m not much of a horseman,” I confessed. “And my doctors would despair.”

“Join us for dinner tonight then. Reverend Streatfield is coming. Rest a while. You look half-dead. Danby, show Mr Elliot our famous book. That ought to entertain him – or convince him that we’re cursed!”

He shouted loudly to the other riders, then dug his heels into Magpie’s flanks, who leapt forward with astonishing speed, traversing the garden and passing through the gate, pursued by the raucous hounds and the other riders, one of whom blew a bugle as the hunt began. I shivered, reminded of the mornings when so many young men had followed the charge of their leader into a storm of bullets and smoke.

“Perhaps you’d better come inside, sir?” Danby urged. “You’re still not up to spending very long out of doors; it doesn’t take a doctor to see that. Come now. Let’s go in. I’ll show you that old book Lord Chiddingstone spoke about.”

Feeling once more the curious sensation of living as a shadow, cut off from the world of real men, I followed Danby silently into the house. The church bells ceased ringing as we walked, and the chilling presence of absolute silence once more surrounded Hern Hall.


Chapter Eighteen


Lucy was still sitting by the fire in the library, talking quietly to Reverend Streatfield. He sprang up from his chair when he saw me and advanced toward me to shake my hand, his physical energy and speed of movement at odds with his elderly age.

“Chaplain Elliot, how good to see you again,” he said, smiling, his eyes as bright and piercing as diamonds behind his glasses.

“It’s John,” I reminded him. “No longer chaplain.”

“John was the messenger sent ahead of the coming of Christ. The voice who cried out of the darkness.” Reverend Streatfield pressed my hand with vigorous intensity. “Who can say that your coming here is not a presentiment of brighter days ahead?”

“Mr Elliot has been unwell,” Lucy said. “Perhaps we should allow him to sit down.”

I was grateful to Lucy for interrupting. I disengaged my hand from the firm grip with which Reverend Streatfield held me, and drew closer to the fire. A permanent chill seemed to have taken root inside my veins since my arrival at Hern Hall.

“Mr Elliot is to be shown the book of family history,” Danby announced from the doorway.

“A splendid idea!” Reverend Streatfield clapped his hands.

“I shall get it,” Lucy said, rising.

“Allow me,” I said, in a clumsy attempt at chivalry.

“But you don’t know which book it is!” Lucy scoffed.

“Very true!” Reverend Streatfield beamed. “Lucy makes an excellent point! You’d never discover it – the collection is vast!”

Pride flitted across Lucy’s face. I watched her as she crossed to one of the large bookcases at the far end of the room. Touching the shelves lightly, she edged sideways until she reached a brass ladder that allowed access to the higher shelves.

“Really, perhaps I should–” I began, but Lucy silenced me with a shake of her head and climbed the ladder as nimbly as an acrobat.

“I told you I used to play at being Ariadne,” she called, breathing quickly. “As capable as Theseus at navigating the labyrinth!”

I watched spellbound as Lucy leant sideways, one hand grasping the ladder, the other arm stretching out to examine the spines of the books on the highest shelves with the tips of her fingers.

“There is something of the spider about you,” I murmured, amazed by her dexterity.

“Will hid it where he thought nobody would find it before he left for war.” She panted, leaning so far from the ladder that she seemed certain to fall. Her long skirt spread out like a fan as she stretched one leg backwards to balance herself. Finally, with a cry of satisfaction, she slid a dark book from its place on the shelf, clutched it against her chest and swung back to the ladder, before descending safely. She turned and faced us, her cheeks glowing with a blush of pink, her lips parted in triumph.

Reverend Streatfield applauded, his eyes sparkling. “You are capable of the most surprising feats, Miss Lucy.”

Then his sharp eyes focused intently on the book that Lucy was carrying to where we waited. “Ah, what a treasure this is!”

Lucy used her left hand to feel along the top of the chairs until she reached her own place by the fire. She sat down beside me, the light scent of jasmine eddying about her hair. In her lap rested the black leather-bound book. Its great age and antiquity were obvious; the cover had been worn smooth by constant handling over the centuries.

“This book belongs to the time of Shakespeare,” Lucy said, allowing her fingers to play over the leather surface. “It has never left this house, perhaps never even left this room, in almost four hundred years.”

“And had Will read it?” I asked.

She nodded. “It was his obsession. He would sit where you are – close by the fire – poring over each page until he must have known it by heart.”

“He could focus his attention intensely on one subject,” Reverend Streatfield agreed. “What he lacked in breadth of knowledge – say the contemporary political situation, modern economics, the applied sciences and so on – he made up for with a deep curiosity for the more arcane and esoteric branches of philosophy; the realms of mythology, occult religion, mysticism and ancient practices. I never knew a young man of his age to go so far and so quickly in the study of superstitious beliefs. He would have made a first-rate scholar.”

“I remember him speaking of strange sightings and old beliefs,” I said, as memories rose from the depths of my mind, like dim shapes trapped beneath dark water.

I felt myself drifting into the past, summoned back to the days of the war. Suddenly, without warning, the face of the child in the lake rose before me, their pale skin gleaming in the shadows. I started, my heart leaping wildly. Yet whether through instinct or accident, Lucy’s hand brushed against mine. She leant her head closer.

“I’m here,” she whispered.

I nodded mutely, yet a sense of foreboding chilled my blood. There was a power at work within Hern Hall that made the very shadows come to life. I passed a hand over my eyes and tried to concentrate on the book. Reverend Streatfield watched me closely, an inscrutable expression on his wrinkled face.

The leather binding creaked and complained as Lucy opened the ancient book. The pages, yellowed with age, were covered with blotches of brown mould, like the liver spots on the back of Reverend Streatfield’s hands. A strange odour filled the air. It was not hard to understand why Will had found the book so fascinating; it was a window into a forgotten time, the characters of which now lay in dusty tombs, their lights forever extinguished.

Upon the title page, drawn in faded ink, was a heron. Its wicked beak and piercing eye seemed to strike out with savage malevolence.

“What a creature! Everywhere I turn in Hern Hall I seem to see this evil bird.”

“It is the emblem of the Chiddingstone family,” Lucy replied. “It has been since time immemorial.”

“It even exists in the very name of this house.” Reverend Streatfield drew closer, standing over our shoulders like a schoolmaster inspecting the work of his students. “Hern is the ancient name for heron.”

“So Hern Hall is actually Heron Hall?” I frowned.

“That is correct. Hern also meant a hunter. Herons are renowned for their hunting skills. They stand still for hours in the shallows, unmoving, unblinking, then strike down upon their prey with astonishing speed, like a bolt of lightning from the heavens.”

“It represents the great power the Chiddingstone family possessed,” Lucy ventured.

“And their ferocity in unleashing that power when circumstances required it.” Reverend Streatfield nodded. “In such volatile times, when a family could face ruin at the whim of a capricious monarch, acting quickly and decisively was seen as a strength. We may not revere the symbolic value of the heron today as we would a lion or a tiger, but to the Elizabethan mind it was an impressive and highly regarded creature.”

“It strikes me as ugly – and sinister,” I said quietly, “even in such a simplistic drawing as this.”

The room fell silent. Lucy and Reverend Streatfield both looked towards the window as though unwilling to say more.

“Will once told me about a dark figure that haunted his dreams,” I said. “At the time I thought he was describing a recurring nightmare, such as many children have, but now that I’m here, I sense something else… lurking in the shadows…”

“Perhaps you had better learn about the legend–” Lucy began.

“Which Will was very taken with,” Reverend Streatfield interrupted. “He was grievously troubled by the death of his brother. He seemed to fixate on the imagery of the legend. Perhaps that was understandable. In the end he may have felt haunted by it, poor boy.”

“Does this book contain the legend?” I asked.

“It does. Perhaps I’d better tell you the condensed version – it is rather hard to decipher the handwriting. Lucy, why don’t you play us your latest piece on the piano whilst I share with Chaplain Elliot the lore of the Chiddingstone family.”

“I shall not be far away,” Lucy said, passing the book to me. “In case you feel unwell again.”

“Thank you,” I said, regretful that she was leaving, but curious to know more of the legend, and hopeful of learning more about the sinister presence that had shadowed my steps since my arrival at Hern Hall.


Chapter Nineteen


Reverend Streatfield sat beside me and dropped his voice to a confidential whisper as Lucy left the room.

“The dear girl has known nothing but grief. First, losing her sight along with the terrible accident in which Albie was drowned, then Will’s death. It does her no good to hear the gloomy tales of family curses; better that she fills her ears with music.”

As he spoke, the first notes of the piano began to drift into the library from where Lucy played in the next room.

Satisfied that Lucy could not hear our conversation, Reverend Streatfield took the book, turned over the page and showed me a family tree, dating back to the Middle Ages.

“We can be certain that the Chiddingstone family line begins with the Norman conquest in 1066. It presumably goes back much further than that, but records do not exist – no doubt if we scoured the châteaux of Normandy we would find some reference to them there. Suffice to say that they were an important family in England during the twelfth century – then seemed to sink into relative obscurity. The legend we are concerned with dates back over three hundred years. In 1575, the then newly created Lord Chiddingstone was given land on Ashdown Forest by Elizabeth I to build this house.”

“Lucy told me as much this morning, on our walk.”

“She’s rather a unique girl, don’t you think?” Reverend Streatfield peered at me over the golden rim of his glasses. I paused for a beat, wondering if it was a rhetorical question, but he raised his eyebrows expectantly.

“Miss Chiddingstone seems a remarkably intelligent woman,” I ventured.

“Quite so.” Reverend Streatfield nodded. “A remarkable young woman. And heir to a not inconsiderable fortune.”

This time I didn’t reply. After a moment’s pause, he turned his attention back to the volume of Chiddingstone family history.

“The first Lord Chiddingstone went by the name of Edgar, and from all accounts was a man determined never to lose the property and title that he had so adroitly gained. The whims of Queen Elizabeth were well known – at court she surrounded herself with good-looking, ambitious young men and enjoyed seeing them compete for her attention. Her favourites were rewarded with immense fortunes and privileges. They were given access to the innermost chambers of her palace, including, if rumours are to be believed, her bedroom.”

“I thought Elizabeth was known as the Virgin Queen?”

“So she was, and not a bad strategy. To her subjects she remained faithful; it was to England she was wedded, and her people loved her for it. Behind closed doors she played a different part. She had her appetites and took her pleasures, the same as any king would have, especially if her father, Henry VIII was anything to go by, and who can judge her?”

Reverend Streatfield’s eyes sparkled with merriment. “Edgar, it seems, was wise to the ways of the queen’s favours. He knew that whatever she bestowed in terms of land and titles, she could as easily revoke and reclaim once her fancy had waned, or her desire had been sated. Many was the unfortunate soul who found himself thrown into the lowest dungeon of the Tower of London on trumped up charges of treason and conspiracy, when only weeks before they had passed untroubled into the very bed of the queen. A fickle lady!” He rubbed his bony hands together. “And a master of the unexpected. How could one woman rule England for so long in a time when men viewed themselves as superior by birth to the gentler sex? She played men at their own game, that’s how! She never made promises.”

“Was Edgar one of her lovers?” I asked, fascinated by the history that seemed to still live in the gloomy shadows of the ancient house.

“I don’t doubt it. Just look at this room that we are sitting in. Where did the land and money come from to secure such a fine manor house as this? That’s Edgar’s portrait hanging over the fireplace. Don’t you agree that he was a strikingly handsome man, quite capable of seducing a queen, albeit temporarily?”

I looked up at the figure in the painting. It showed a tall, powerful man, dressed in the clothes of an Elizabethan courtier, with fierce eyes and a shock of raven-black hair. I was instantly reminded of Will Chiddingstone’s angular face and piercing eyes. I could well believe that his natural charisma had been inherited from a bloodline linked to the royal bedchamber.

“So, Edgar built Hern Hall with Queen Elizabeth’s money,” I said, gazing at the portrait, which seemed to grow larger in the half-light. “Did he marry after that?”

“A sensible question.” Reverend Streatfield turned over the page where a small ink portrait of a woman had been sketched, his tone growing more serious. “This is his wife; the first Lady Chiddingstone. The marriage was not a happy one. And that is when the real trouble began.”

“Trouble?” I asked.

“We’ll get to that,” he said, wagging a finger as though I were an overeager child. “Doesn’t Lucy play beautifully?”

We paused to listen to the elegant music that reached us from the other room.

“She does,” I murmured, remembering the gentle touch of her hand upon my skin.

Reverend Streatfield watched my eyes closely, gave a quick smile, then resumed. “Edgar took a local girl for his wife.” He tapped the portrait on the page. “Her family were well respected in the county, and she was the youngest and prettiest of their brood. Her name was Anne, and she was still shy of her eighteenth birthday when she married Edgar. As far as we know, he was closer to forty. Anne had grown up in a well-ordered home, with sisters and loving parents, as well as her animals, for she was particularly fond of birds, having kept doves, pigeons and partridges as a child.”

“I thought I saw an old dovecote in the grounds today,” I said.

“That would be why.” Reverand Streatfield nodded. “Edgar tried hard to please his young wife, who seemed more like a child than a woman. Magnificent aviaries of birds were brought to the house. Peacocks and pelicans roamed the grounds, flocks of white doves circled the roof, even hawks and tame owls were presented as gifts. But the scale and size of Hern Hall frightened its new mistress. The rooms were dark and full of shadows. The servants were strangers to her. Her husband, proud and sophisticated, accustomed to the conversation of the queen, kept aloof. To Anne, Edgar must have seemed more like a new master than a doting husband; a silent, watchful presence at the periphery of her domestic world.”

“How can you know all this?” I asked, drawn almost hypnotically into the past he described, as though the sombre faces in the portraits encircling the old library were stirring to life.

“All these pages are copied from Anne’s diary.” Reverend Streatfield turned quickly through the next part of the book, where page after page was filled with faded handwriting, rendered practically indecipherable by the aging of the ink and the yellowing of the paper. “I’ve spent many a winter’s evening here, reading through this book. It’s a unique insight into a forgotten era of Ashdown Forest. A veritable treasure-trove for a local historian like myself.”

“Did Will read all of it?”

“Naturally.” Reverend Streatfield raised a white eyebrow as he pondered the point. “He was determined to learn the full history of his lineal descent… warts and all.”

“Warts?”

“Let’s say, rather, idiosyncrasies.” Reverend Streatfield tapped the page. “At night, Anne lay weeping in her room, calling out for her mother, stricken by homesickness. Edgar despaired – he was used to the embraces of a queen, to the body of a woman that was well versed in the arts of love and seduction. His maiden bride, however, would bolt the door to her chambers at the sound of his footsteps upon the stairs. Anne’s coyness both inflamed and enraged his desire.”

I turned my head towards the door to check Lucy was still playing her piano. Reverend Streatfield raised his eyebrows and continued more quietly.

“On the night of the winter solstice, the longest of the year, his restraint finally deserted him. Striding up the stairs to her room, he pounded on the door, demanding to be admitted. Poor Anne, terrified, begged him to go, her whispered words passing under the door frame in stifled sobs. He paid no heed, striking the door with renewed vigour, claiming his right as her husband to spend the night in her bed. Anne begged him to respect the sanctity of her chamber.

“Almost despairing of his senses, Edgar stormed outside to the stables, from whence he returned carrying great armfuls of straw. He cast the straw at the foot of Anne’s chamber door, which was made of stout planks of oak hewn from the woods beyond the high walls of the estate. Once more he commanded his young wife to open the door, but again she refused. The servants cowered in fear at what they were witnessing. Not a soul amongst them had the courage to intervene.

“In a fury, Edgar descended the stairs and strode to the very fireplace by which we now sit. Leaning his arm on the mantlepiece he swore oaths and blasphemies too terrible to be repeated. He was aflame with passion. He would possess his wife even if it meant selling his soul to the Devil. Reaching into the fire he selected a log of burning birchwood and held it above his head like a torch.

“Charging back up the stairs, he poured brandy over the straw outside Anne’s room, watching it soak into the golden sheaves. In a fury he flung the burning log at the bottom of the door, threatening to burn Anne alive, nay, to burn the whole house itself, to burn everyone inside it, if she would not admit him.

“Inside her room, Anne watched in horror as tongues of flame began to dart beneath the door, choking and coughing from the smoke that billowed around her. She must have felt herself to be in Hell, a prisoner of Satan himself.”

Reverend Streatfield paused, watching my reaction with interest. I listened, entranced, seeing before my eyes the vision he described. Satisfied that he had gripped my attention sufficiently, he continued.

“Poor Anne had no choice; she must either be burned alive like a witch or submit herself to the carnal desire of her cruel and despotic husband. Her eyes streaming with innocent tears, Anne unbolted the door, blistering the skin of her hands as she did so. Then her husband was upon her, like a ravenous wolf upon a lamb. Edgar stamped upon the burning straw to extinguish it, then carried his wife to the bed, ignoring the prayers that she called out to God for rescue.

“Poor Anne’s desperate prayers went unanswered. The servants stopped their ears against the triumphant yells of their master, and the plaintive cries of their mistress.

“Outside, the moon lay obscured by cloud. No light fell upon Hern Hall that night, only darkness. Rumours spread that the Devil himself stood sentinel in the grounds, merrily watching over his handiwork.”

“A sentinel?” I asked, struck by the image.

Reverend Streatfield nodded. He turned back the pages of the book to reveal the drawing of a black heron, its ragged feathers and pale eye depicted in chilling detail. A sickening shudder passed up my spine.

“Many tales are told of a strange figure who haunts Hern Hall, lurking in the shadows. You should read the latter pages of this book, where the more preposterous tales recounted by visitors and servants have been collected. They are the usual fireside superstitions you would find in any tavern or coaching inn from Plymouth to Newcastle, but they can be entertaining. It might give you quite a chill to read some of the more fanciful descriptions.”

“And you really believe that Will knew of them?”

“He grew up reading them. Nobody knew more about the legend than he did.”

“Such stories might account for the nightmares and strange visions he described,” I murmured.

“They would,” Reverend Streatfield agreed. “Especially upon a sensitive mind that had undergone the trauma of grief at such a young age. Will dwelt in the shadows of the past. It is hard to grow up in a house as old as this, surrounded as it is by ancient woodland, without superstition whispering its strange spell on youthful minds. Perhaps you’ve noticed it – the insidious shadow Hern Hall casts upon the imagination of those who reside here?”

“I haven’t slept well for many months,” I said. “The past lives within me like a shadow. It is not ghosts I fear; it is the horrors of this world that haunt me, not the next.”

He gave me another of his long, inquisitive stares. The elderly vicar seemed intent upon reading the contents of my mind. This time I held his gaze, determined that he should not question my sanity. How could I explain the child’s face that watched me gravely from the depths of the lake or from between the curtains of the bed, without sounding like a madman?

“What happened after Anne was attacked by her husband?” I asked, endeavouring to distract his attention.

“She fell pregnant.” Reverend Streatfield resumed the tale, crossing his legs and drumming his fingers upon the book. “Whether it happened that night isn’t recorded. But it is a fact that she gave birth to twins in the autumn of the following year. Two boys. Edgar, presumably, was delighted. But poor Anne suffered greatly in labour; in bringing her two sons into the world, she had to sacrifice the reserves of strength and vitality that comprised her own life. For weeks she clung faintly to this mortal world, and Edgar found his happiness marred by the illness of his wife. All in the house were forbidden from making noise, lest it should disturb the mistress, who seemed to fade with each passing hour.

“On the night of the winter solstice, a year since Edgar had ravished her, Anne lay dying, her wasted body little more than a threadbare bag of bones. Opening her eyes, she whispered to her husband, who sat moodily in the corner, asking that her sons be brought to her immediately. She wanted to hold them one last time before she was called to Heaven. Moved and awed by Anne’s strange composure, Edgar ignored the pleading of the doctor, who insisted on total rest, sending the nursemaid to bring the infant boys to Anne’s room. In they were brought, identical as could be, with their pink faces and pale-blue eyes blinking curiously at the strange woman in white sheets who lay in a halo of golden candlelight.

“At the sight of her precious sons, Anne seemed to rally, stretching out her wasted arms, imploring the nurse to let her hold her infant children. The nurse hesitated, seeing that Anne’s white skin was as thin as lace, and her bones were as visible as if she had lain six months in the grave. Edgar, sensing the chance to repair some of the injury he had inflicted upon his young wife, and transfixed by the vision she presented as a martyr, instructed the nurse to place the babes on either side of his wife. There she lay, scarcely more than a girl herself, with a son cradled in each arm, tears as pure as snow rolling down her cheeks on to the feather pillow that supported her head.

“Edgar, seeing before him such a trinity of innocence, was reminded of the fate of Saint Agnes, for whom our church in the village had been named. Falling to his knees, he begged forgiveness – both from his wronged wife and from God, insisting he would change his ways and live a Christian life, if only his wife would be spared.

“As the midnight solstice approached, the candles in the room began to flicker. Fearing the darkness that threatened to sweep like a black tide through the room, Anne cried out for more light. In a voice like thunder, Edgar bellowed to the servants to bring fresh candles, and much was the chaos and confusion throughout the house as every room was searched, every cupboard ransacked, in a desperate hunt. But whether by mischance or something more odious, not a single candle could be found.

“Edgar crouched low by his wife’s bed, placing the last remaining candle close to her angelic face. Together with her innocent babies, the dying mother presented such a pitiful image that Edgar’s heart was wrung in an agony of self-recrimination. He truly believed he was seeing the workings of God’s judgement upon him. Opening her eyes with a distant serenity that spoke more of the next world than of this, Anne addressed her husband in a voice as light as the rays of the winter moon.

“‘I go to my final home now,’ she whispered, ‘to rest where the fire of your wrath cannot burn me. But I will not go alone. I will take one of our sons to comfort me in the darkness of the grave. Each time a second child is born to your line, I will send a shadow of the darkness to claim them. Such is the punishment you deserve, my wicked and selfish husband. The hideous creature that I send will be a plague to your bloodline forever more.’

“As she uttered these final words, the last candle dwindled down, leaving the room in utter darkness, save for the red glow of the embers on the dying fire. His mind reeling from the curse placed upon him, Edgar tore the shirt from his body, wrapped the cloth around a poker, and used it as a torch to light the room. It is said that strange shadows danced and cavorted around him as he held the burning flare over the bed. There he found Anne’s body bereft of her soul, for she had departed this life amidst the darkness. Next to her, one child blinked at the flame, his eyes following the torch like a flower follows the morning sun. The other child lay still and quiet, his eyes closed, his skin as white as marble. Anne had taken her son’s soul with her into death, as she had foretold.

“But the curse that Anne had laid upon Edgar was not to be so easily forgotten. In each successive generation, whenever a second son was born to the Chiddingstone family, they died in some unexpected and terrible way, bringing misery and grief to the descendants of Edgar’s bloodline. So grew the legend of the Chiddingstone curse.”

“Have there been many early deaths of second-born sons?” I asked, both appalled and fascinated by the legend he had told.

“Very many,” he replied gravely. “The vaults and tombs in Saint Agnes’s church tell us so.”

“It is perhaps the way in families who can trace their roots back into the depths of time, that seeming patterns emerge, when coincidence would be a more likely explanation. Tragedies occur all too commonly,” I said, thinking of the war, “without the influence of curses.”

“Albie was a mere child when he died,” cried a voice from the doorway. Lucy stood there; her white hands held tightly over her heart. “His death was more than a ‘coincidence’ to those who knew and loved him.”

“Lucy, I had no idea you could hear me–”

“He was taken from us in the cruellest circumstances imaginable,” she interrupted. “How can you say it was a common tragedy, as though he were a pet dog or a cat that was lost?” She began to cry, her lips twisted in pain. Reverend Streatfield stood up and went to comfort her whilst I sat speechless.

“His death was an accident,” Lucy continued. “It broke all our hearts, especially Mother’s. To this day she can hardly speak of him. Even his memorial is hidden from sight beyond the view of her windows.”

“I found it the day I arrived,” I said quietly.

“Will was affected by it too. They were inseparable. Albie’s death destroyed him. He could never forgive himself.”

“He withdrew almost totally from the routines of life after the funeral,” Reverend Streatfield said. “He would keep to himself, only really engaging with Lucy. You were younger and he seemed to gain comfort from your presence.”

“Did he speak about the legend?” I asked. “It must have seemed so real to him… having lived through it all.”

“Only once, after the funeral.” Lucy wiped tears from her eyes with a handkerchief that Reverend Streatfield had given her. “I was still too unwell to attend. It was a wretched day. Christmas Eve. Can you imagine? Burying a child on Christmas Eve. The whole world seemed so bleak.”

I remembered the long ranks of the dying and the newly dead in the field hospitals in France. There was no respite there for Christmas either, no honourable truce between warring nations to celebrate the birth of God’s son so long ago. Stories of football games and the exchange of gifts between soldiers were comforting to the people back home, but a shell blast still maimed and bullets still killed whether it be a holy night or not.

“Father was furious when Will spoke of the legend. He had just watched his son’s frail body being laid to rest in the family tomb. Mother was half mad with grief. I was newly blind. The last thing he needed was his only surviving son harping back to tales of curses and ancient superstition. He was very severe with Will. He told him to drop all the nonsense and help his mother recover from her loss by being a studious and obedient son. It destroyed their relationship. They rarely spoke again. A gulf seemed to open between them, widening with each passing year. I’d hoped that when Will came back from the war, they might reconcile their differences and take a new path forward together… but it’s too late now.” Lucy sank into an armchair, her face washed with tears.

“You still have the power to comfort those in need.” Reverend Streatfield nudged me gently and gestured at Lucy. “I must be on my way for now; tomorrow’s sermon won’t write itself. I will be here later for dinner.”

He shook my hand, whilst holding Lucy’s at the same time. He looked at us both with evident satisfaction. “There has been far too much gloom of late around these parts. Far, far too much.” He let go of our hands and walked out, whistling a Christmas carol as he went.

I stood awkwardly for a moment. Lucy had turned her head towards the fire. Whether it was the heat from the flames or something else, I could not tell, but a glow of pink seemed to colour her wan face, and the edges of her lips seemed brighter and a bolder red than I had seen them before.

“I’m sorry for what I said about Albie,” I said quietly. “I never intended to upset you. I admire you very much. What you have gone through… to still be so strong. I envy that.”

Lucy turned towards me, a sad smile playing on the corners of her mouth.

“I am not as strong as you think,” she said ruefully. “I have spent too many hours alone… And it was wrong of me to be angry with you – you’re the first new friend I’ve had in many years. Please, can we say that we were both at fault?”

“I see no fault in you,” I said, my voice catching in my throat. “Will I see you at dinner?” Through the window, snowflakes had begun swirling from the slate-grey sky and were scattered over the lawn like white rose petals blown by the chill winter wind.

“I would like that,” Lucy replied, turning her face towards the fire, whose glow cast blooms of ruby across her cheeks.

Hurrying up the stairs, I was conscious of an intangible but irresistible conflict taking place within me. Despite the dark shadow of grief that continued to exert its malign influence over my thoughts, something brighter and infinitely more hopeful had pierced the black vault of my loneliness and despair. I felt that for the first time in many months the steady pulse and throb of an inner life, as though my very soul was thawing, the atrophied blood inside my veins beginning to flow once more. Life, long buried, was emerging from its slumber. I prayed it would continue.

Stepping into my room, I was struck by a sudden feeling of ill omen. The air was chilly, as though I had entered an abandoned tomb. In the shadows by the window, a movement in the darkness caught my eye; something swayed there, lithe and black, and for a moment I seemed to glimpse a long, narrow beak and a nodding sinister head obscured by the half-light.

It was merely the curtain billowing in the wind as it gusted through the window, which had somehow come open. I pulled it closed, my eyes resting for a moment over the dark gulf where Lucy had fallen as a child, seeing the same edge of the rooftop and the line of lead gutters that she must have reached out for in her desperation.

I turned away and approached the ebony bed. It was an ugly sight, carved as it was with the faces of imps and goblins hidden amongst boughs of bulbous fruit, with sinister birds hidden in the limbs of stunted trees adorning the footboard, and the long, twisting forms of serpents winding about the bed-posts. It was a relic of an age when superstition ruled over the hearts and imaginations of our ancestors, bringing terror and fear with each nightfall.

I reached under the bed and felt for the satchel, reassured to find it still there. My thoughts had been disturbed by the terrible curse uttered by poor Anne long ago, and of the sinister sentinel said to haunt Hern Hall ever since.


Chapter Twenty


The dining room was lit by a pair of high chandeliers that seemed to float of their own volition above a long, elegant table, leaving the walls of the grand room plunged in deep shadow. We formed a small party for dinner. Lord and Lady Chiddingstone sat side by side, his Lordship continually glancing at his Ladyship, endeavouring to draw her into the conversation, showing by his attentive gestures and gentle tones that he sought to comfort and please his ailing wife.

For she was certainly unwell. Lady Chiddingstone was as ashen and gaunt as a corpse pulled lifeless from a river. Her sunken eyes were dark hollows, her thin lips drawn in a lopsided grimace. She wore a mourning dress of pure black, and the only ornament she wore was a pendant of jet-black onyx which hung around her neck and grimly reflected the candlelight. There was a faint hint of the beauty she must once have possessed in the high cheekbones and narrow nose, but the loss of two sons had wrought a terrible wasting influence upon her. Had she been laid in an open coffin in a dusty vault, she could not have looked more spectral than she appeared now, sitting gloomily by her husband.

In contrast, Lucy’s green dress shone with a charming radiance in the soft glow of the candles. Around her neck hung a string of diamonds that flashed and sparkled, enchanting my gaze. Lord Chiddingstone invited me to sit by Lucy’s side, and as I took my place, I saw again how youthful and elegant she truly was. Hern Hall had been a hard place for her to grow up, surrounded by such episodes of grief and misfortune, but an essential vitality shone within her; an irresistible instinct for life. I hoped she would have an opportunity to one day escape the dark pall that enshrouded her home. Each time she turned her head to discuss a new thought with me, I caught the scent of winter jasmine.

“Life feels different since you arrived,” she whispered. “I already feel like a fool for running away from you in the grotto. You must promise not to desert me over Christmas.”

“I’ll gladly stay – besides, I’ve nowhere else to go,” I whispered back, glancing at the other guests, who seemed to be a dreary collection of local dignitaries. “I’ve been used to the talk of soldiers and wounded men for so long I’ve forgotten how to converse in polite society.”

“Just don’t salute anyone,” Lucy suggested, a faint smile playing over her lips.

The conversation around the table fell silent as Lord Chiddingstone raised his glass, his haggard face shadowed by the shifting light of the chandeliers.

“Lady Chiddingstone and I wish to thank you all for dining with us tonight.” His deep, powerful voice resounded through the room, but a huskiness remained, afflicted as he was by unassuageable grief. “Hern Hall has been in mourning, as you know, for our two lost sons. Tonight, we shall try to dispel our sadness and move forwards… towards recovery. Lady Chiddingstone and I both feel that we have much to be thankful for, especially with regards to our daughter, Lucy.”

There were murmurs of agreement all around, and Reverend Streatfield in particular thumped the table, crying, “Hear-hear!”

“In the spirit of the Christmas season, and in the light of the coming New Year, we earnestly hope to see far more of you all – our good, kind friends – sitting here at our table. Fate has dealt us a heavy blow, there is no denying it, but the time has come to move on. I would like to propose a toast to our daughter; may she find new happiness in her future, leaving the shadows of the past behind.”

A ripple of applause sounded around the table, and glasses were raised to make a toast. Lucy leant towards me conspiratorially. “I imagine Mother’s face is a picture,” she whispered.

I glanced at Lady Chiddingstone, and saw that she did indeed present a singular contrast to the faces of the other guests, who were regarding Lucy with warmth and sympathy. Lady Chiddingstone stared darkly into space, absorbed in private grief, either unable or unwilling to focus her attention on her lone surviving child.

“We also welcome here tonight,” Lord Chiddingstone resumed, “a man who served both king and country alongside my son.”

I felt the eyes of the company settle upon me.

“John Elliot was a regimental chaplain, serving on the front line with Will. My son described in his letters to us the great friendship and strong bond of trust that he developed with Chaplain Elliot during those dark and dangerous times. Lady Chiddingstone and I both extend our deep gratitude to you, John, for making the journey to Hern Hall and honouring the promise that you made to our son in his final days.”

Lord Chiddingstone raised his glass, and I bowed my head respectfully. The other guests also toasted my presence at the table. I looked awkwardly at their faces, knowing none of them except Reverend Streatfield, and feeling conscious how strange it seemed that I should be sitting in a chair where Will must once have sat. I was a ghoulish imposter at a feast meant for the Chiddingstone heir.

Seeking to hide myself from their curious glances, I leant back into the gloomy obscurity beyond the golden glow of the chandeliers. From the comparative protection of the shadows, I was able to observe the other guests more closely. A pale, desiccated woman sat at the far end of the table, and was staring at me with intense scrutiny. She wore a black shawl over a red dress, but the most noticeable characteristic was her white hair, which was pulled back in a tight knot from her head, making her features seem sharp and pinched. Her eyes were set closely together, and she muttered under her breath as she continued to scowl at me. On her shawl a large silver brooch of a strange, twisting design glinted in the candlelight.

Her eyes held mine, unblinking. For a moment I seemed to hear the cry of a child, or the shriek of a mortar shell. I shivered; my mouth suddenly dry. I was on the verge of pushing my chair back from the table to get some fresh air when Lucy’s fingers found my own and squeezed them gently.

“Take some wine,” she suggested. “It helps to make these meals more tolerable.”

Bewildered, I looked away from the baleful face and found Lucy staring at me, her blind eyes scanning my own.

“Thank you,” I said, glancing down at her fingers, which she removed from mine as discreetly as she had held them. “Who is the lady sitting at the far end of the table? She seems rather upset by my presence.”

“That is Madame Blanche. Mother’s great sorceress. The renowned spiritualist medium whose feats of psychic communication are regularly discussed in the newspapers.”

I frowned.

“I fear she is trying to put a curse on me!”

“Do not fear her; she’s powerless,” Lucy said. “Or at least her power is limited to this world, not the next. Her power lies in her hold over Mother; that is a curse in itself.”

“Your mother looks very tired. Do you think the séance will still go ahead?”

“Without fail. Mother would rather see us all turned to pillars of salt than miss one of her precious talks with the unquiet dead.”

The main course was brought to the table: a feast of roasted game, potatoes, steaming vegetables and thick, rich gravy. Danby refilled our glasses with a fine Margaux, a vintage of the previous century that shone with a ruby light, enhancing the rich flavour of the meat. Long accustomed as I was to the sparsest of diets, I felt a pleasurable fullness radiate through my gaunt frame, then immediately felt a stab of guilt for the man whose place I had taken at the table.

“Perhaps dinner wasn’t like this in the trenches?” Lucy seemed able to follow my thoughts as simply as she followed the wire in the garden. Was it possible that she could see into the depths of my mind? I knew the superstition that blindness was often accompanied by strange powers of divination.

“We weren’t given much hot food out there.” I looked at her, captivated by the light in her eyes. “It was corned beef and crackers mostly.”

“We worried about all the local men who got called up,” Lucy said. “The gamekeepers from the estate went off to fight too. It was dreadful when news reached us that one of them was lost. Each time we thought it might be Will. The uncertainty… it was maddening. And then to finally hear the news…”

Lucy’s face grew paler. This time it was my turn to seek out her fingers beneath the tablecloth and hold them gently for a moment. She looked up at me, a faint smile of gratitude raising the edges of her lips.

“Gentlemen, will you be so good as to join me in the billiards room for a cigar, once the ladies have withdrawn.” Lord Chiddingstone stood up and indicated a door at the far end of the room. I let go of Lucy’s hand as she rose to her feet. I stood beside her, feeling the soft sheen of her silk dress against my hand.

“Father will keep you for an hour,” Lucy whispered, “if you are lucky! Two hours if you aren’t.”

I bowed to Lady Chiddingstone as she left the table, the other ladies following her into the drawing room. The basilisk stare of Madame Blanche was still trained upon me as she passed, her lips contorted in silent utterance like a witch casting a spell.


Chapter Twenty-One


The room that Lord Chiddingstone led us to was long and wide, dimly lit, with armchairs and low bookcases lining the walls. The centre portion of the room was dominated by a colossal billiards table, over which hung a tasselled lampshade that cast a yellow cone of warm light over the smooth green felt surface. Other guests took up cues and began to scatter the billiard balls, which clacked about the table, sinking them into leather-lined pockets. The score was kept on a sliding marker board attached to the wall.

For the first time I began to see Lord Chiddingstone as the man he must have been before so much tragedy had ravaged his family: a handsome man of sound intellect, a keen huntsman and a capable sportsman. He touched the top of his cue with blue chalk, then bent over the table, sending the white ball hard into the colours, a red ball cannoning into the far pocket and sinking out of sight. A murmur of admiration rose around the room.

I found my way to the fireplace, where a hearty blaze roared up the chimney, and stood idly watching the game when Danby appeared at my side, furnishing me with a tumbler of brandy.

“A cigar might be pleasant to go with the drink, sir?” he suggested, proffering a cigar case of the same type I had observed Lord Chiddingstone smoking the evening before.

“No, thank you, Danby,” I replied. “Lord Chiddingstone has been kind enough to me already without my taking advantage of his generosity.”

“Very good, sir.” Danby bowed his head and moved on to the next guest.

I sipped at the brandy and looked into the darkness beyond the windows. Flakes of snow brushed lightly against the glass. It was less than a week until Christmas Day, and the talk at the dinner table had been the rumours of a severe weather front approaching from the north. Heavy snow was expected in the coming days, so much so that the local farmers were planning to bring their sheep in from the open common land of Ashdown Forest to prevent them being buried by drifting snow.

I had seen snow in the trenches; a succession of dire winters that added an extra layer of suffering and misery to the lot of the hapless soldiers. Open to the enormous sky of northern France, heavy night-frosts would slowly settle, freezing the mud to solid clay, ice forming stealthily along the walls of the trenches like white moss. The intense cold seized up the blood in the fingers and toes of the sentries, causing frostbite to develop under their skin, blistering their swollen flesh until it resulted in amputation, sometimes performed by a surgeon, sometimes not. The snow was as much a soldier’s enemy as a German bullet or a mortar round. It was a silent assassin, carried soundlessly on the easterly wind.

On many a night, Will and I had made the rounds, checking that the men had sufficient blankets and extra pairs of dry socks and gloves.

But still I had seen men frozen to death.

We would find them on our dawn patrols: their eyes still open, lips and tongue blackened by the cold, fingers curled and twisted, looking like the mummified remnants of some ancient war. It was impossible to dig them free of the frozen earth, which held them in a jealous grip. Instead, I would recite a blessing over their lonely forms, praying that the snow would bury them sufficiently before the rooks and crows came circling in the sunrise, cawing greedily.

“You look lost in thought.” A voice interrupted my wanderings, recalling me to the atmosphere of the fireside and the billiard game. Reverend Streatfield stood beside me, his half-moon spectacles gleaming brightly.

“The sight of snow brings back memories,” I explained, half-apologetically.

“Like the good shepherd who looks for his sheep, a good chaplain always remembers those of his own flock whom are lost.”

“I was thinking of Will,” I replied, dropping my eyes, as the knowledge of his loss stabbed again through my heart. “And you know I am no longer a chaplain. I have told you several times.”

“Can you unmake what the good Lord has created?” Reverend Streatfield asked, raising his eyebrows sceptically.

“It’s too late to question it now; I have made my choice.”

“Just when we need as many hands as possible to see us through this dark time of grief.” He shook his head.

“I’m sorry,” I said, fighting the urge to walk away from the piercing eyes that bore through me from behind the magnified lenses of his glasses. The earnestness of his faith troubled me. I saw in him the power and strength of true belief that had upheld me through so many difficult times, before the utter horror of Will’s senseless death overwhelmed me.

“I believe that you still harbour a deep faith,” he said, continuing his examination of my face. “And God does not judge your motives in questioning his authority. He seeks only to share the burden of pain and sorrow that you carry. Lord Chiddingstone tells me that Will spoke in his letters about the admiration he had for your Christian faith; that it had given him hope that God was with his men, even as they walked through the valley of the shadow of death.”

“It was hell,” I murmured. “Devoid of all hope.”

“But you survived! And we need men like you more than ever now; patriotic men of the cloth who carried the word of God to the dying and the wounded. The socialists want to do away with the Church, haven’t you heard?” His eyes sparkled playfully.

“I didn’t see any sign of God in the war,” I said bitterly. “I saw Death. I saw blood. I saw misery.”

“You saw the results of capitalist greed and patriotic pride.” Reverend Streatfield leant closer towards me. “It was for others to see in your actions the presence of God.”

“I saw frightened men and frightened boys, some so young they’d never shaved with a razor. I saw them line up beside wooden ladders, with bayonets fixed on wooden rifle stocks, their hands shaking with fear. I saw officers standing with loaded guns, ready to shoot any man who refused to fight. I didn’t see God. Only death… and immense suffering.”

The words seemed to come unbidden from my mouth, half whispered, scalding my throat like molten rock as they bubbled up from the deep fissure in my soul. I turned away from Reverend Streatfield and stared at the dancing flames of the fire.

Reverend Streatfield touched my shoulder, shook me gently in reproach.

“Those men – those boys – they saw you, standing alongside them. They saw that God had not forsaken them. God was with them! That was your role. The crucifix around your neck shone out, whether you knew it or not. You carried Christ with you, and Christ defeats Death. Christ is the Resurrection. Christ is the Saviour. He promises eternal life. You have helped those men to a place in Heaven. Do not blame God for the sins of mankind. God has not forsaken those who died.”

“I once shared your faith,” I replied, drained of my anger. “I’ve lost it now.”

“Not lost, not lost,” he said quickly. “Damaged by what you have been through, that is clear. Even the strongest faith must be tested. There can be no real faith unless it has been examined; forged in a crucible of doubt and anguish. That is where you are now. You are lost. But you will find the way again. A light will guide you through the labyrinth.”

“Labyrinth?” I asked. “I thought labyrinths belonged to myths.”

“Not so. I recently read that Greek scholars may have discovered the location of the actual labyrinth in Crete, where Theseus fought the terrible Minotaur.”

“And are there really tunnels here? Under Hern Hall? Danby said there were.”

“They extend all the way to the church. And the lake. It’s a labyrinth that’s never been fully explored – at least not for a hundred years or so. Will was talking about mapping it. He was very curious about the tunnels.”

“Who dug them?”

“That’s the mystery.” Reverend Streatfield raised a pointed finger to his lips and smiled with a scholarly enthusiasm. “It has been the subject of many conjectures by the local historical society, of which I am chairman.”

“Had Will explored the tunnels?” I was intrigued by the thought of Will venturing into the darkness.

“I suspect he knew many of them – he was always popping up in the strangest places. But there may well be tunnels that even he was unaware of; blocked off over the years either deliberately or by tunnels collapsing. Some sections of tunnel have Roman markings, of that I’m certain. There may be an underground spring that they worshipped at – that’s my theory anyway, and as chairman of the local history society I may modestly claim to have some knowledge on the subject, hmm?”

For a moment I didn’t reply. My mind had raced to the markings on the candles Will had sent Lucy.

“Hern Hall has a strange atmosphere,” I pondered. “Everything feels overshadowed by the past.”

“Indeed.” Reverend Streatfield nodded, leaning towards me again. “I believe that this site upon which Hern Hall sits has always had a significant association with occult spirituality. Pagans left stone altars in the caves and etched curious markings on the stone walls. The Romans, who worshipped here nearly two millennia ago, prayed to a divinity of the underworld. I plan to publish a paper on it when I retire, and, who knows, perhaps the British Museum may acknowledge our quiet corner of Sussex as a site of special interest. There are a number of objects that I have found that certainly predate the first Christians to reach here. You really must visit the vicarage and I will be only too glad to show you the collection.”

“Have you ever seen or heard anything… unusual here?” I asked, thinking of my glimpses of the child.

Reverend Streatfield looked at me steadily and took a drink from the glass he was holding.

“You will hear strange sounds in the gardens after dark. Perhaps it’s no more than the herons who roost in the grounds. I keep an open mind when it comes to the unknown, as I am sure you do. It is my role to seek those who are lost, and to heed the calls of the wretched and the damned, wherever or whatever they may be.”

His words raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

“Presences seem to lurk in the shadows of this house,” I muttered.

“You look pale again, Chaplain. You must not overtax your imagination. Remember that all of this is arcane superstition, as meaningless today as ducking a woman in a pond to discover if she is a witch.”

“And the Chiddingstone curse? And the sentinel who haunts the grounds of Hern Hall?” I stared into his eyes.

“Come now, my young friend.” He smiled. “Listen to yourself. The war has left its mark upon your imagination, that much is clear. But do not let shadows frighten you. Lucy is in great need of a friend – a friend who can help her escape the veil of grief that surrounds Hern Hall. Be that friend, Mr Elliot.” Reverend Streatfield gestured at the bleak night beyond the windows. “Although you may have estranged yourself from God, he has not estranged himself from you. Our little church of Saint Agnes the Martyr lies just beyond the walls of Hern Hall’s grounds. Do come and see me soon,” he said kindly. “I’d be delighted.”

He moved away, leaving me alone by the fire. Stray flakes of snow still fell against the black sheen of the window glass.

Finishing his game of billiards, Lord Chiddingstone called for more brandy. Danby appeared from the shadows and poured us each a generous measure of the rich amber spirit. I wondered how much Lord Chiddingstone drank each night. Presumably enough to drive away the grief from his heart and to ensure that his sleep was an oblivion of thought, devoid of the tragedy that haunted his waking hours.

After a pause, Lord Chiddingstone raised his cigar and blew a cloud of smoke across the room.

“I see that you have become a favourite of our Reverend Streatfield,” he said, looking with fond amusement at the elderly vicar, who was now peering intently at a portrait on the far wall, out of hearing range.

“He is a remarkable man,” I said. “I hope that I may have as much energy if I live to be his age.”

Lord Chiddingstone nodded. “He is a walking encyclopaedia. There’s not much worth knowing that he isn’t an expert on.”

“He was telling me about the tunnels beneath Hern Hall,” I said, “and the local superstitions connected with them.”

“Indeed.” Lord Chiddingstone frowned; his demeanour suddenly subdued.

“Tales of ancient shrines and occult beliefs. Told to deter the village children from exploring the tunnels, I suppose?”

“Perhaps.” He took another long drink from his glass.

“This world is full of horrors enough,” I said quietly, “to make inventing further terrors from beyond the grave unnecessary.”

“I wish you could convince my wife of it.” Lord Chiddingstone fixed me with his gaze. “She spends every evening locked in her rooms with a crank of a medium, trying to communicate with the astral plane.” The heavy sarcasm with which he pronounced these final words made it clear his own views on the matter.

“Lucy mentioned that Madame Blanche was a guest here,” I said.

“A guest of my wife,” he corrected. “I’d rather see her put on the next train back to cloud cuckoo land or wherever it is she hails from.”

“Would you object to me attending one of her events?” I asked, sensing the opportunity to gain his permission.

“Not at all.” Lord Chiddingstone visibly brightened, his haggard face breaking into a wry smile. “That would do very nicely. If you were to witness the ridiculous goings-on and then speak to my wife rationally about it – show her the quackery of the whole thing – then it might help to break the spell that Madame Blanche has woven over her. You would be performing a great service to me.”

“It was really Lucy’s idea,” I said. “She seems a remarkable young woman.”

“Lucy has inherited the best of her mother’s sensitivity and the worst of my stubbornness. She feels everything deeply and is utterly determined in everything that she does. When she first lost her sight, it seemed impossible that she should recover her mobility, and yet she made the house and grounds her playground. Have you seen the network of wires that Will installed for her?”

“I have. It’s ingenious. She has a very independent spirit.”

“She needs company.” Lord Chiddingstone looked hard into my eyes, before clasping my hand in his firm grip. “I’ll say goodnight to you, John. I hope that you sleep well. I’ll tell my wife to expect you at her séance tomorrow. Perhaps you can do some good where I have singularly failed to have any effect.”

“Spiritualists prey on those who are most vulnerable,” I said. “They cause more pain and suffering than they ever cure.”

“You still speak like a man of God.” Lord Chiddingstone looked levelly at me. “Perhaps your path is clearer than you perceive.”

I bowed my head thoughtfully and watched him walk slowly out of the room, a powerful yet isolated figure, whose inner sorrow clearly weighed heavily upon his broad shoulders.


Chapter Twenty-Two


The following evening, I was reading in my room, listening to the creaking and groaning of the attic roof, which sounded like a ship floundering upon a heavy sea, when a knock came at the attic door. It was Danby.

“Miss Lucy sent me to remind you about Lady Chiddingstone’s soirée tonight,” Danby said, emphasising the word as though to impart his distrust of anything that displeased his master.

“Thank you, Danby,” I said. “I was just about to come downstairs. Tell me, what do you make of Madame Blanche? She seemed not to take to me at dinner the other evening.”

Danby whistled. “She’s bitter as a lemon, that one! How she dares to look down her nose on honest folk when she’s peddling a load of nonsense, I’ll never know! If it weren’t for the wishes of Lady Chiddingstone, I’d have sent her packing long before now!”

I liked Danby more with each passing day. I thanked him for the trouble he had taken in coming to fetch me, then put on my dinner jacket, before following the faithful butler downstairs.

Lucy stood in the main hall, wearing a yellow dress that shone in the candlelight. Her dark hair and porcelain skin seemed infused with gold.

“I thought you’d forgotten,” Lucy chided.

“Not at all,” I replied. “You look as though you belong in a ballad by Keats.”

Lucy blushed and lifted her hand to her face. “Didn’t he write about strange witches and women without mercy?” she said.

“He did,” I laughed, “but that was not what I meant. He also wrote about beautiful maidens living in wonderful old castles. Do you know ‘On the Eve of Saint Agnes’?”

Lucy shook her head, but I was pleased to see the edges of a smile play across her lips.

We climbed the stairs to a landing, where Danby stood by the corridor leading to Lady Chiddingstone’s rooms. He lowered his head respectfully as we approached. At the door to Lady Chiddingstone’s apartment we were greeted by a disembodied voice which called to us from inside.

“Come in, come in, my children. The spirits of the shadow world await you.”

I frowned and shook my head, distinctly unimpressed by the amateur theatricality of the greeting.

“If that’s the level of Madame Blanche’s psychic powers, I think I may as well go to bed now.”

Lucy whispered back, “Play along, for my amusement at least. I’m curious to see how she treats you. And remember what I said about Mother; she’s been wrapped up in her own self-pity for too many years to be nice to anyone.”

The room we entered was unlike any other room in Hern Hall that I had yet visited. Where previously I had encountered the conventional furnishings of a well-established country house dating back several centuries, here was a setting that seemed transplanted from the fashionable boulevards of Paris. A glittering chandelier, hung with precious gems, cascaded coloured light upon the patterned wallpaper and elegant polished furniture. Luxurious drapery of fine gold and ruby hues hung in rich folds, encasing the tall windows. On the mantlepiece, Chinese and Japanese vases and gorgeously coloured porcelain figurines added to the feminine charm of the whole effect. It was hard to imagine Lord Chiddingstone, in his tweed jacket and leather brogues, spending much time amongst its finery.

A fire burned in the hearth, close to which sat Lady Chiddingstone. She remained seated as we entered, dressed in the same gown of deep mourning that she had worn to dinner. Her face, wan and wrinkled about the eyes, spoke of ceaseless suffering. If it had indeed been Madame Blanche that had summoned us inside, she appeared to have vanished into thin air.

“Welcome to my soirée, Mr Elliot,” Lady Chiddingstone said, holding out a white hand. “I hope that Lucy has not been a nuisance to you?”

“Not at all, Lady Chiddingstone,” I said, somewhat taken aback. She had spoken of her daughter as though she were a wilful child, not a grown woman. “Lucy has been very kind in showing me the estate and gardens. Hern Hall is a magnificent property.”

“I hear you were taken ill.” Lady Chiddingstone observed me, her gaze drifting over my face with a detachment that suggested she held me in scant regard, as though I were made of wood. I was an object to be viewed from a distance, to be examined, then discarded. “I hope you are feeling better now.”

“Much better, thank you. I could hardly remain unwell given the kindness of Lord Chiddingstone and yourself. My strength returns by the hour.”

“You were hurt in the war?”

“I was caught in the blast that–” I stopped, inwardly cursing my thoughtlessness.

“The blast?” Lady Chiddingstone furrowed her brow, waiting for me to continue.

“In a blast that several others were injured in,” I resumed, choosing my words as carefully as a soldier places his feet when crossing a minefield.

“I see. And the illness you suffer from is a consequence of that?”

“The doctors are hopeful that given sufficient time I will make a full recovery.”

“You are fortunate then.” Lady Chiddingstone turned her head away and stared blankly at the fire. “There is no end to my suffering. With each new dawn the pain revives.” She seemed to forget her train of thought for a moment, then spoke quietly, as though she were quite used to talking to herself. “In the first moments after I wake, the world seems as blessed and bright as it did on my wedding day. For a few magical seconds I live in a world where my two sons are not dead – they are alive, playing in the grounds of our home. Then a dark splinter pierces my brain, infecting my heart with the knowledge of their death. What wicked power ever devised such a world as this, where a grieving mother must outlive her sons? Every morning I am tortured. Each day I must rediscover that my sons are gone.

“Can you possibly comprehend how long a single day lasts, beginning in such pain? How unbearable each night becomes, knowing that when I finally succumb to sleep, I must then awake to a new agony? And to know that it will never end! The pain will never lessen. It drives me mad, Mr Elliot, as though I were Lady Macbeth! Shall I too plunge shrieking from the window of my tower?”

“Mother, stop!” Lucy said. “Calm yourself! You will make yourself ill.”

“Ill? How can I be other than ill? How can I be well when all the world is turned to dust and ashes?”

It was clear that the love of her surviving child made little impression on the mother’s grieving heart. Lucy was sitting at her feet, utterly overlooked and ignored, whilst Lady Chiddingstone continued to speak.

“You were a chaplain in the same regiment as my son, I believe, Mr Elliot,” she said, her tone more composed now.

“That is true,” I admitted. “But I no longer hold that rank.”

“No longer a man of God?” Lady Chiddingstone’s voice rose and fell like a flame. “And yet you must still feel the presence of God about you?”

“I’m not certain of anything anymore,” I replied frankly. “I’ve seen too much of this mortal world; too much hardship, too much suffering, to keep faith in an immortal one.”

“But what of the afterlife?” Lady Chiddingstone leaned forward, her eyes flashing. “Surely you don’t believe that life ends when the body dies? What of the spirit? The soul? The divine essence?”

“I saw the light go out in the eyes of too many men as they breathed their last breath upon this earth,” I said, my mind conjuring rows of wooden crosses that marked the graves of the fallen. Hundreds upon hundreds, thousands upon thousands. An entire generation cut down in a single attack, like a scythe sweeping back and forth through a crop of ripening wheat.

“Are you unwell again, Mr Elliot?” Lady Chiddingstone’s voice rang like a tremulous bell through my thoughts. “You look a little lost. Won’t you sit down? I could ring for something to drink?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” I said, glancing at Lucy, who seemed to be distracted by a sound that I could not yet hear. “I sometimes lose track of my surroundings. It is nothing to be concerned about.”

“You are a deep thinker, Mr Elliot,” Lady Chiddingstone observed. “My husband lacks the patience for deep thoughts. If it moves, he hunts it. If it stops, he shoots it. I cannot abide the fascination he has for blood sports. You, by contrast, seem to have a gentler nature.”

“As a chaplain I did not carry a gun in the war,” I said.

“God protected you!” Lady Chiddingstone clapped her hands. “For your being here today is the proof of that. A God you don’t believe in anymore!”

“It was your son who protected me,” I replied. “And a braver and better soldier I never met.” Lucy looked up at me, her unseeing eyes reflecting the golden light of the candles.

“Will was always playing the hero,” Lady Chiddingstone said, shaking her head, “but he couldn’t save his younger brother. No, that he could not do.”

“He was only young himself!” Lucy protested, turning her face imploringly towards her mother.

“He was old enough to lead Albie out into the snow, and disobey my orders! He was old enough to encourage Albie onto a frozen lake. But when his brother fell through the ice, he wasn’t brave enough to jump in after him and save him, was he?”

“To jump into a frozen lake and swim beneath a shelf of thick ice would be certain death,” I said, stung by the attack Lady Chiddingstone levelled at her eldest son.

“To not jump in meant certain death for his younger brother, that much we agree on!” Lady Chiddingstone hissed, her words as cold and hard as iron. “Will knew that his actions cost Albie his life. I told him so the day we laid Albie in his tomb. Will told me he would never forgive himself. At least in that he showed some honour.”

“Your son was a fine soldier who saved the lives of many men – including my own,” I replied, consciously reminding myself that it was the strain of grief that had deranged Lady Chiddingstone’s mind, and that the bitterness and hostility that she addressed towards her eldest son were products of a disordered brain. I could see now why Lord Chiddingstone had asked me to attend the séance tonight. He must have been at his wits’ end trying to reclaim his wife from the suffocating grief that had wrapped itself so tightly around her heart.

“Will took from me my most precious child, my beautiful Albie. Imagine how it felt seeing Will standing there at the funeral, literally brimming with life, glowing with unearned vitality, whilst Albie lay cold and pale, his breathless lips as blue as sapphires. I dressed him for his coffin myself, in his favourite nightshirt. He wore it when he came to receive his goodnight kiss. Now he wears it forever more, sleeping in the lonely darkness of the tomb.”

I was appalled at the way this woman, so vehement in her devotion for one child, could so disregard the presence of another, who sat silently weeping at her feet, unobserved, unloved. That she should hold one son accountable for an accident in which two young boys strayed beyond their bounds struck me as utterly cruel.

I knew how much Will must have suffered in those days, weeks and years following Albie’s death. How the weight of guilt and grief had crushed his young soul as effectively as though he were laid in a grave himself with shovels of earth piled over him.

It was no wonder that he suffered from nightmares, waking trembling in his bed, seeing a monster standing in the shadows, its long beak and ragged feathers moving slowly in the dark, whilst white eyes watched unblinking through the long hours of the night.

“You have a wonderful daughter,” I said, longing to take Lucy’s hand and share the burden of the anguish she must be feeling. Lucy’s shoulders shook with the sobs she was fighting to suppress.

“Lucy spent far too much time with Will growing up; he was a bad influence on her, naturally. He tried to make her into another brother, always dragging her off into the most unsuitable places: attic rooms, secret tunnels, dank caves or what have you. Can you imagine? Expecting a blind girl to cope with such pursuits. But she was always loyal to him, weren’t you, Lucy? You wouldn’t hear a word said against him – and still won’t!”

“Will is my brother,” Lucy cried. “Of course I love him. And he was so good and brave. He would have done anything to save Albie. I can’t bear to hear you saying that he wouldn’t.”

“Actions speak louder than words.” Lady Chiddingstone’s eyes narrowed with anger. “If he were as brave as you say, it would have been his body we dragged from the lake – after he had saved his brother.”

“Mother!” Lucy wrung her hands. “How can you say such a thing?”

“Because it is what I feel,” she retorted, sitting back in her chair, her rage spent. She continued in a muttering tone, again as though she were speaking only to herself. “If Will had saved Albie from the water, then he would have earned my love and forgiveness. As it is, there is no place in my heart for him.”

A low moan issued from the chimney, a ghostly, wretched howl of despair, as if the very night itself, on hearing the words of the grief-maddened woman, could not repress its horror at the dark void dwelling in the heart of this blighted family.


Chapter Twenty-Three


A clock began sounding the hour, striking twelve times in a high, hollow tone. As the last chime faded into silence, the candles in the room suddenly flared and then fell, extinguished by a cold gust of air. For a moment all seemed in confusion, with only the red glow of the firelight left to illuminate the room. Vapour rose from the hearthstone, forming a mist that hung motionless before the moving flames. An acrid smell floated on the air. I made a move towards Lucy, reaching out my hand to her, when a mocking voice called out to me.

“Be at ease, Chaplain, you are safe from danger so long as I am here.”

Stepping from the shadows and revealing herself in the firelight, was Madame Blanche. Her lips were drawn in a smirk, and her eyes blazed with supercilious mischief. “You should not fear the tolling of the midnight hour, you, who have the light of God to see by.”

“This is nonsense,” I protested, moving to one of the extinguished candles on the mantlepiece and relighting it. “A conjurer’s trick purchased from a chemist to unsettle gullible natures.”

“You do not respect the psychical power of the medium?” Madame Blanche asked, holding out a silver amulet to the fire and allowing the light to play over its shining surface.

“I respect those who stand in the light and speak truthfully,” I retorted. “Not those who play games in the shadows and seek to gain an advantage over those whose minds are tormented by suffering.”

“I thought that was precisely what churchmen did.” Madame Blanche chuckled. “From the moment we are born, the Church tells us what to think, what to believe, what not to believe. Why won’t you admit that there are powers at work in the universe that cannot be explained by your sermons? Yet your very religion speaks of miracles: of dead men rising from their graves, the curing of cripples to walk again, the blind to see.”

Lucy turned her face towards me, wonderingly. Her cheeks, damp with tears, gave to her face the expression of one of Michelangelo’s angels, gazing eternally heavenward.

“My religion – though I no longer preach – offers a guiding light to those who struggle in the darkness of sorrow. Its faith stems from a profound love and goodwill to all people. The miracles it speaks of are those of the soul. In Heaven the poor will know no hunger; children will play without fear, safe from mortal harm; the broken will be healed; the blind will be bathed in the pure light of an eternal glory.”

“Glory be to God!” Lucy leapt up, grasping my hands in her own and clinging to me, her body trembling. “That is the vision I see in my dreams, when light spills from the heavens, flooding the darkness below with a golden radiance, filling every corner of the world, transforming all darkness to light. I know God’s love endures inside your soul!”

“Then you know more than I do,” I faltered, stepping back. “I am not worthy of such reward.”

“So, you have come to doubt your own precious faith?” Madam Blanche swung the silver amulet over the fire, a wicked smile creeping over her face. “That makes everything more interesting! A Christian man who has lost his way, searching for answers in the Great Beyond.”

“Let us begin,” Lady Chiddingstone urged. “The night is waning fast. We must not be late in making contact with the spirits – especially on the solstice eve.”

“What difference can the solstice make?” Lucy asked, her dislike of Madame Blanche evident in her clipped tone.

“The winter solstice is the longest and darkest night of the year, “Madam Blanche said, “and it falls tomorrow evening. Upon the solstice we shall be at our closest to the spirits who dwell in the Vale of the Shadows. By merely reaching out with our minds towards them we shall feel their cold fingers groping for our own.”

The image her words conveyed sent a shudder down my spine.

“Have you ever seen a man die?” I asked with deliberate bluntness.

“I walk on the edges of a dark shore, between this world and the next,” she equivocated, “communicating with those who have passed – and those who wish to return. The spirit lives eternally; the human body is simply a casket that contains it during our brief time on earth.”

“If you had seen what I have seen – men ripped open, blown apart, gassed, burnt… atomised – you would not speak so lightly of death. It is the extinguishing of a light, the snuffing out of a candle, from which no soul is ‘freed’. Instead, what remains is but a mocking likeness of life, an inert machine whose mechanism will never spark into movement again.”

“That is precisely why we are gathered here.” Madame Blanche pounced on my words like a cat preying on a mouse. “You claim that death robs the body of its life force. That much is true. But the spirit – the essence of the living human being – is immortal and cannot be destroyed. Wither does it fly? It passes to the ‘other’ world!”

She rubbed her hands together, her small eyes twinkling with malice as she spoke. “In every age of human civilisation, we find evidence of the movement back and forth between this world and the next. The Ancient Egyptians buried their pharaohs with countless riches so that when they entered the next life they would be as gods. The Greeks and the Romans built temples to honour the rulers of the Underworld. Celts and Britons built great circles of stones, perfectly aligned to the astral position of the sun and the moon so that at the two solstices of the year the dead and the living could stand together in the shadows of the silent megaliths. Are you so arrogant that you would deny the teachings of our past?”

“Mr Elliot is our guest, Madame Blanche,” said Lucy, “and has known what it is to serve his king, his country – and his God. I would ask you to refrain from insulting him. He is too polite to defend himself. I am not.”

“Lucy! What on earth has happened to you since Mr Elliot’s arrival?” Lady Chiddingstone stared with outrage at her daughter. “You sound more like Will with each passing day. Madame Blanche, forgive my daughter.”

“It is the privilege of youth,” Madame Blanche replied obsequiously, bowing as she did so, “to find fault with their elders. Your daughter has come under the influence of Mr Elliot, who perhaps sees no impropriety in advancing his earthly ambitions whilst those about him are in mourning.”

A flush of heat crept over my face as her words took hold. Was she able to hear words that had not been uttered? Or was she just manipulating me in the same way she had convinced Lady Chiddingstone she could speak to the dead?

As I made to reply, Lucy squeezed my hand, signalling for me to stay silent.

“Let us begin the séance,” Lucy said with forced calmness, “if Madame Blanche would be so kind.”

“At last, you speak sense, Lucy.” Lady Chiddingstone’s eyes glowed with a vague light, like a morphine addict who sees the needle being prepared. “Let us begin!”

“Of course, Lady Chiddingstone.” Madame Blanche nodded. “The hour approaches when we may listen to the voices of the lost. We will sound the depths of the well into which they have fallen and listen for the returning echoes. Please, let us all take seats around the table.”

We moved to a small table, which was covered with red baize. Upon a direction from Madame Blanche, we placed our hands, palms down, on its surface. Pencils and paper were positioned close to where we sat.

“When we begin, I will be in communion with the Lost.” Madame Blanche stared at each of us in turn, as though to impress upon us the unique power she purported to possess. “Do not touch me – no matter what happens! My physical self will become a conduit for the powers of the astral plane. You place us all in great peril if you do so.”

I was conscious of an eerie atmosphere that had gathered about the table like an invisible mist. Lucy shifted her chair until it was closer to mine. Lady Chiddingstone sat staring greedily at the centre of the table, impatient for whatever was to come next.

“This is all an absurd charade,” I muttered, beginning to regret my promise to Lord Chiddingstone. My very presence seemed to give credence to the strange ceremony.

“For the unbeliever, all of the rituals of faith seem absurd, Mr Elliot,” mocked Madame Blanche. “How often did you offer wine to your men, calling it the blood of Christ? How often did you kneel before a cross, and speak the words of a prayer for which no answer ever came? Allow that what you reject as baseless, may still exist. It is the arrogance of a closed mind to dismiss that which it cannot perceive. Beyond the dome of our small sky lies a larger realm; a galaxy filled with a myriad of stars, moons and planets, beyond which is a universe of never-ending eventualities, stretching out in every possible direction. There is more to Heaven and Earth than can be contained in your narrow estimation, as a clever man once said, eh?”

Madame Blanche chuckled hoarsely, enjoying my discomfort. “Open your mind, Mr Elliot, to the possibility of a new understanding. To the alchemists of the past, it was the result that they least expected that taught them the greatest lesson! When certain actions do not precede predictable reactions but instead produce novelty, then we are closer to true discovery than we have ever been before. When the explorers of the ancient world sailed beyond the edges of their maps, they found whole continents they had never dreamed existed. They found a new Eden, full of the splendour and bounty of God’s first creations. Tonight, we will send out a message into the darkness and listen attentively for a reply.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


Madame Blanche ceased speaking. The firelight created a strange flickering play of shadows that writhed upon the walls, stretching up then falling back like blood-streaked acolytes dancing in a frenzy before a sacrificial altar. The effect was impressively sinister. In the half-light, Lucy moved her hand on the table so that it rested against mine.

“What do you see?” she whispered.

“We seem to be entering Hell,” I muttered in reply.

Lady Chiddingstone’s eyes were closed, her expression approaching that of rapture.

I returned my gaze to Madame Blanche, when her body jolted violently in a sudden spasm, her head snapping backwards with a sickening crack of bone. It happened so quickly that had I not been looking at her, I would not have believed she could perform the movement with such unexpected speed. The veins in her neck stood out boldly from her thin flesh. Her chin was pointed directly up at the ceiling. Her whole body, convulsed with a furious shaking, seemed to be lifting out of the chair as though she were a doll. A strange barking cry came from her throat. I had risen to my feet and was about to intervene when Lady Chiddingstone bade me sit down.

“Remember her instructions; we must not interfere!” she hissed, her eyes still closed. “She is communing with her Contact in the shadowland. Soon we will speak to the dead!”

“I fear it is she who will soon be dead!” I protested. “This is madness. She is having some sort of self-induced fit.”

“Be patient!” Lady Chiddingstone took in a deep breath, savouring the moment. “This is only the first rung on a descending ladder. There is far more yet to come.”

As she spoke, Madame Blanche stopped shaking and suddenly slumped forward, her head dropping down like a lead weight, rolling and swaying limply on her chest as though she had just been cut down from the gallows. A terrible silence fell about the room.

“It’s cold.” Lucy shuddered; her breath visible in the amber firelight.

“How is this possible?” I asked, amazed that the temperature in the room could drop so quickly.

“It means we have joined with the world beyond our own,” Lady Chiddingstone murmured, a satisfied smile playing over her lips. “Soon I will see my lost child.”

“Madame Blanche must have an accomplice,” I murmured. “Somebody who blew out the candles and opened the window to let in the night air. Is there anyone that has been loitering about Hern Hall that could be helping her?”

“None that I can think of,” Lucy replied. “Is it not possible that she is genuinely reaching out to another dimension?”

I shook my head. “She is a skilled actress, I’ll admit. But she has no more psychical power than you or I, although she puts on a good show.”

“Come, Mr Elliot, why do you doubt what your senses tell you is real?” The words were uttered by a hollow, almost masculine voice from the shadows behind where Madame Blanche sat slumped, seemingly unconscious. A cold shiver crawled up my spine as an icy hand seemed to grip the back of my neck. Lucy cried out in alarm.

“I see something!” she said in horror, grabbing hold of my arm with one hand and pointing with the other. “There is a creature there. Look!”

I followed the line of her trembling finger. In the half-light I could make out only the dark shadows that lingered in the gloom beyond the reach of the firelight.

“There’s nothing,” I said. “Tell me, Lucy, what can you sense?”

“It’s there!” she repeated. “As clear as your own reflection in a mirror.”

“But how do you see?” I asked, doubtful whether her sanity had not been overwhelmed by the theatrics Madame Blanche had produced.

“I see it as in a dream. It’s watching us with pale eyes. Its leering mouth is grinning!” Lucy shook with terror. I frantically scanned the darkness.

“Now do you believe in me?” The voice spoke again from the shadows. It seemed to be relishing the fear and confusion it had wrought.

“A ventriloquist’s trick,” I said, glancing about to discover where somebody might be hiding who could throw their voice so effectively.

But Lucy was watching something that only her blindness seemed to perceive. “It wears a tattered cloak,” she murmured. “It is old. Very old.”

“Tell us what you are,” I said, hoping to expose the mundane nature of the charade we were the victims of. “You’ve had your fun. Reveal yourself.”

“I belong here,” the voice replied. “I have always belonged here.”

“What have you done to Madame Blanche?”

“She is nullified.”

“Is she hurt?”

A pause. “She feels nothing.”

“Why can I not see you?”

“She sees me.”

“It is pointing at me.” Lucy clutched my arm tighter. Her hands were as cold as ice, and her breath was visible in the air.

“Contact!” Lady Chiddingstone spoke with a strange edge to her voice, as though madness had entirely ravaged her mind. “You will obey me! I wish to see my precious boy, who has lived in the world of the spirits for too long. Fetch him to me! Let me look upon his face. His mother is here. Tell him! Summon him to me!”

A sigh of wind gusted in the chimney.

“It went away,” Lucy whispered, her cold hand trembling as she squeezed my own tightly.

“It is seeking my child!” Lady Chiddingstone sat with her eyes still closed, as though to open them would break the spell. “The power is strong tonight. At last! At last!”

“This is some strange delirium,” I whispered so that only Lucy could hear. “Perhaps a noxious chemical agent is at work in the air about us. I knew soldiers in the trenches who claimed to see people walking towards them across no man’s land in the middle of the night. They described them as veiled and hooded shadows, passing unobstructed through the wire. When the soldiers emptied their rifles at the figures, the bullets passed straight through. It was the effects of the gas, the doctors said, making the soldiers hallucinate. It made their nightmares real. The men called it the will-o’-the-wisp. It was another horror to be endured.”

“But I saw it!” Lucy countered. “It rose up before me like a dark flame in a fire. I wasn’t imagining it.”

“Perhaps you should wait downstairs,” I warned. “I fear that Madame Blanche is conducting an elaborate hoax, a deceit designed to convince grieving hearts that solace is at hand. Whatever you are sensing, it is false: I saw nothing.”

“But that’s the point,” Lucy argued, letting go of my hand and placing it over her heart. “For once it is I who can see, and you that is blind! Why do you not believe me?”

“I don’t doubt that you saw an image in your mind to accompany the voice,” I said, my frustration rising. “But that is the point. Who doesn’t try to put a face to a voice? It is the most natural instinct on earth. When we can see what we fear, it becomes tangible and as a result it can be destroyed. That is what the soldiers were seeing in the night. It was their own fear made ‘real’. A projection of their own terror gliding ceaselessly towards them.”

“Is that what my blindness means to you?” Lucy’s voice grew querulous. “A blackboard on which I draw with coloured chalk the world around me as though I were a child or a character in a story? Am I to be the Lady of Shalott? Forever doomed to see nothing of the world in case it destroys me?”

Lucy stared straight ahead, her chest rising and falling with vexation. I glanced at Lady Chiddingstone who remained rapt in a state of exultant expectation, seemingly oblivious to our presence.

“I don’t seek to belittle what you have seen,” I said, taking her cold hand in mine, running the rough skin of my fingers over the smoothness of her palm. “It may well be that because of your blindness you can sense what I cannot. I only ask you to remember that Madame Blanche is no doubt making a good living from such performances as this, and that she is a skilled practitioner who knows precisely how to manipulate and control the emotions of her clients. Be sceptical of everything that happens here.”

Lucy seemed to consider my words. There was a palpable tension in the room as we waited for the next act in the strange drama, which might have been lifted directly from the Grand Guignol of a Paris theatre. To my relief, Lucy turned her face towards me, her eyes half closed under her long eyelashes.

“I will not let you down,” she whispered. “I shall explore the darkness beyond the voice. Perhaps we may learn something more than it is willing to share. If there is another actor in this charade, I will detect them.”

“Hush!” Lady Chiddingstone said vehemently. “You must not disturb the medium when she is in contact with the spirit world. Be silent and ready.”

From that moment we sat without speaking in the dim light. I strained my eyes to discern any movement in the darkness that would account for the presence of a speaker who had addressed us as Contact. The temperature in the room, which had recovered during the voice’s absence, began to drop again.

“How is it possible?” Lucy whispered.

I slipped my free hand into the pocket of my jacket and felt for the silver crucifix that I had put there, grateful for the sharp edges of the cross which seemed to bite into my flesh as I squeezed it tightly.

“God will protect us,” I murmured.

“Speak not of the great spirit above!” the voice of Contact hissed. “You commanded me to bring your son to you. I have searched the darkest reaches of the great abyss. This is the face that you long to see.”

Madame Blanche suddenly jerked out her arms, like a puppet whose strings had suddenly been pulled. Her head still lolled weirdly upon her chest. From her palm she produced a pastille, purple in colour, which she dropped into the brass tray. Then her left hand groped for a matchbox that lay close by. Her arm seemed devoid of bones, flopping like a fish hauled from the depths of a dark river, as her hand clumsily retrieved a match and struck it, dropping it, lit, onto the tray. The pastille began to smoulder, then ignited with a purple flame. A noxious smell, reminiscent of the fetid water of no man’s land, filled the air. A sulphurous mist began to form in the centre of the table, swirling and turning like a clay pot being raised on a potter’s wheel. In the curving surface of the smoke, bumps and indentations began to appear, as if an invisible hand were moulding a living shape from inert clay. Lady Chiddingstone had opened her eyes and was staring wildly at the column of insubstantial vapour.

“Where is he?” she cried. “Let me see him! Let me hear him!”

“This is nothing but a trick!” I protested. “These are mere stage props, used to deceive us.”

“The shadow has returned!” Lucy whispered, gripping my hand with such force that her nails broke the skin and drew thin crescents of red blood. “I see it again, standing in the corner by the window. Its legs are horribly thin… They seem deformed… The knees bend backwards… Oh it is hideous! A narrow beak… and eyes as white as marble.”

“The sentinel…” I breathed; my mouth dry. “The curse of Hern Hall.”

Lady Chiddingstone had risen and was reaching out her hand towards the column of whirling mist. It had still to take full shape, but there was an outline that suggested a human likeness. Yet as soon as it came close to taking a distinct form it was dashed away in the spinning vortex.

I seemed to catch glimpses of faces I had seen in the war: soldiers, long since forgotten, above whose dying bodies I had pronounced solemn prayers. A jutting jawline would appear and then be gone. A lonely eye stared hopelessly out at me for an instant before vanishing. A mouth, twisted in a scream of agony would rise for a mere second then sink again into that strange, cloud-like material. It seemed to reflect the horrors I had witnessed, merging them, working them, kneading them, like Prometheus shaping his men of clay, ready to bring them to life with the stolen fire of the gods.

“Where is my son?” demanded Lady Chiddingstone shrilly. “Show him to me! Let me speak with him!”

But the smoke was already beginning to dissipate. Soon there was nothing but a few stray wisps left hanging in the air, before finally they were rent apart like gossamer threads upon the breeze.

Lady Chiddingstone buried her head in her hands and wept bitterly at this fresh disappointment, her grief as palpable as that which I had detected in her husband.

“The one you seek is hidden in the darkness,” the hollow voice replied, this time sounding much further away, as though it were retreating down a long tunnel. “You must wait for the solstice to see what you desire. Only then will the shores of your world and ours be close enough to bridge.”

“If you can hear us, others may too.” Lucy sat up straight beside me, her dark hair falling loose around her shoulders, a determined look on her face. “If anyone can hear us and has the power to speak, give us a sign that we may help you!”

At this, Madame Blanche’s arm began its disturbing movement again, snaking across the table where the fingers grasped a pencil and hovered over a piece of paper.

“Lucy, what are you doing?” warned her mother. “I am to speak, not you. Contact, that was not my command. Ignore it. Disregard it.”

“Your “contact” has gone,” Lucy told her mother. “It is for my own sake that I speak now. Be quiet!”

We fell into silence, save for the occasional sob of Lady Chiddingstone, who cried bitter tears at her daughter’s betrayal. As the fire crackled in the corner, sending reflections of moving flame across the walls, Lucy spoke again.

“If there is any truth to this charade, any way that the lost can hear our words, tell me what it was that I received from my brother. What gift was I given?”

A dank smell seemed to flood the room, as though seeping from a cold, deep grave. For a moment my scepticism fell away and I was gripped by the moment, hardly daring to breathe.

Then, as lightly as the sound of falling snow, the pencil held in Madame Blanche’s hand began scratching over the paper.

The writing was faint, spidery, as though drawn in the darkness by a hand who could not see what it produced. Lucy and I both leant forward over the table, our attention fixed upon the letters that were slowly revealed. I read each aloud as it was produced.

“L…i…g…h…t.”

Lucy gripped my hand. “The candles!”

I nodded, a sensation like falling backwards causing me to grab hold of the table’s edge.

Lucy raised her hand to her lips. I stood transfixed, half-willing to believe that we were communicating with a genuine consciousness from a world beyond our own. Then my doubts returned.

“Anyone who heard us talking in the library may have this knowledge,” I muttered. “This is proof of nothing.”

“Tell us next what we must do to help you!” Lucy cried, ignoring my misgivings.

Very slowly, struggling to control the pencil, as though each syllable was a great stone that must be heaved up a steep and torturous incline, three more words appeared on the page.

Solstice

Seer

Widdershins

The pencil fell from Madame Blanche’s grip. The temperature began to rise and the fire blazed up in the hearth, burning merrily once more.

“Lucy, I must speak with you alone,” Lady Chiddingstone commanded. “This instant!” She rose and swept out of the room, heading for what I could only assume was a private chamber or bedroom.

Lucy obeyed her mother, feeling her way to the door and following her after first raising her hand to me in a gesture that told me to wait for her downstairs.

In her chair, Madame Blanche lifted her head and looked about her in apparent confusion. As I relit some of the lamps that had been extinguished, she watched me dumbly, like a child woken from a deep and puzzling dream.

“What has happened here?” she asked, her voice rasping as though she had been walking through a desert under a merciless sun.

“You certainly gave us a show,” I said, stepping back and regarding her with dubious sympathy. “What your motives are, or how you convince yourself that what you do is not an exploitation of the sick and broken, I do not seek to understand. I only hope that one day you will beg forgiveness for the pain that you continue to inflict on those who live with false hopes, and whose hearts are flayed afresh each time you perform your parlour tricks.”

“Your eyes do not match your words,” she said. “Something has happened here beyond what you can explain. You should not be so proud, Mr Elliot. We are not so different, you and I. We both channel the energy of a greater power.”

“I am not like you,” I said coldly. “I don’t know how your parlour tricks work, but I have no doubt your companion in the shadows is mortal enough, and that you will be sharing the profits of your ill-gotten gains with them as soon as we are gone.”

“I have no ‘companion’, Mr Elliot. If you saw a presence in the room, then it was my Contact; he dwells in the shadow world.”

“I saw nothing beyond smoke and mirrors, artfully deployed. It was Lucy who said she could see a figure loitering behind your chair.”

“Yet I have never seen him,” mused the old lady, shaking her head wonderingly. “I hear him. I feel him. I even smell him. But see him, I never can.”

“I will make sure Lord Chiddingstone is aware of what goes on in this room,” I said. “Your stay may be shorter than you had hoped. Goodnight, Madame Blanche.”

“And what of this?” she asked, holding the piece of paper upon which the faint words were scrawled. “Are you quite sure you have been ‘tricked’, as you claim?”

I took the paper from her fingers and slipped it into my pocket.

“If you receive money for performing these séances, then I pity your soul,” I said. “You are playing with the hearts and desires of those lost to grief. It is a wicked game.”

She glared at me for a moment as the insult I had thrown at her hit home, then her mask of spiritualism returned, converting her hostility to a semblance of forgiveness.

“Goodnight, Mr Elliot. I wish you pleasant dreams.” I could hear her chuckling to herself as I left the room and descended the stairs, grateful for the familiar smell of tobacco smoke that drifted up from the rooms below.


Chapter Twenty-Five


I descended the stairs and went into the library to wait for Lucy. Standing by the window, I watched as flakes of snow were driven against the cold glass like moths. The séance had largely confirmed my suspicions that such events were skilful hoaxes. True, I had no explanation for the rapid changes in temperature and the strange behaviour of the smoke, but I had seen enough of the world to know that such things were certainly achievable by chemical reactions that had no foundation in anything supernatural or occult. Yet Lucy had seen something in her imagination that came uncomfortably close to the unnerving glimpses of shadows and strange sounds that had mocked me during my stay at Hern Hall.

Was Lucy capable of reading my mind? Did her blindness give her the power to guess at my secret fears, to share the trauma that my shattered mind still reeled from? Or was there another explanation, one so unsettling that I hardly dared to consider it? Perhaps there was something there, some shadowy presence that we had both detected, lingering in the darkness, watching, waiting, a predator circling its prey.

I took the paper from my pocket and read again the words written there in that strange, spidery writing.

Solstice. Seer. Widdershins.

The final word reverberated in my memory, but the meaning remained obscure. Could it really have come through a supernatural agency, passed from the dead to the living via the hand of Madame Blanche?

For a moment I looked into the darkness beyond the glass, seeing in my own reflection a gaunt, solemn stranger, dressed in black; a living shadow.

Who was I now? What had I become?

A man without a soul.

In abandoning my faith and casting aside my duty to the men I served with, I had broken a solemn promise made to every one of them as they had taken their last breath upon this earth.

I had promised to guide them safely to the next life.

Instead, I had thrown my Bible down into the mire, leaving their souls to wander unaided and alone amongst the barbed wire of an eternal no man’s land.

What had I gained for my cowardice?

I was trapped in a maze of doubt and self-reproach. Will Chiddingstone himself had perished so that I might live. I could not escape from that. His sacrifice haunted me. Now I stood in the library where he should have grown old, surrounded by his family and friends. Guilt was inexorably turning my heart to stone, just as the December night froze the still surface of the lake, out in that impenetrable darkness beyond the glass.

I turned away, walking slowly to the fire, suddenly needing to feel its living warmth, unwilling to spend another moment contemplating the empty reflection of the lonely man who stood alone in the bleak winter night, excluded forever from the contentment of a loving home.

For a moment, Will’s face seemed to float before my eyes, and I beheld him again: the bold, enigmatical gaze, so much like that of a hawk regarding its domain; the wry turn of his mouth, always ready to supply a remark of intelligent compassion; and the fierce set of his jaw as he pulled out his revolver, ready to fight on against any odds to save those whom he led.

Lucy came quietly into the room and stood close to me, her hand straying into mine as naturally as snow covering the ground. Her face revealed the exhaustion she must be feeling.

“How is Lady Chiddingstone now?” I asked.

“She has taken a sleeping draught. Laudanum, I think. She takes one almost every night now, whenever she is overwrought. Hopefully she will sleep.”

“I fear that Madame Blanche is a dark influence who is not helping your mother to move on from her grief. Unless her hold over your mother is broken, the situation will not improve.”

“Mother is so consumed by her pain.” Lucy’s instinct to defend her mother struck me as poignant. “Losing Albie at such a young age is something she cannot forget.”

“Or forgive,” I added. “It must be so very hard for both you and your father to hear her speak of Will like that.”

“I’m used to her anger,” Lucy replied, “but Father suffers silently. He never remonstrates with her. Never contradicts her. His love is too great for that. But I know that what she says about Will, her anger and her criticism of him, hurts him deeply. He is not the same man that he used to be. He has no heir, no sons. His wife is lost to grief. I wish he could be happy again.”

“He has you,” I urged. “He loves you with all his heart, that much I see.”

“I am a poor substitute for a firstborn son.” Lucy sighed. “Blind as I am, I sometimes wonder if I am invisible too. My parents believe we have reached the end of the Chiddingstone line.”

“They do not know the future,” I said, “any more than Madame Blanche does. There will be better times ahead, God may grant that.”

“Then why do I sense such despair in you?” Lucy asked, coming closer to me. “Loneliness is in every word that you speak. You do not believe in a brighter tomorrow. It hurts me to hear the wretchedness in your voice.”

“Will ought to be here… not me,” I said, the words catching in my throat. “The grief that your family feels – it should be my body that lies in a muddy grave – nobody would have mourned me, I have no family. Will had everything to live for. That thought destroys me.”

“Will believed in you,” Lucy said. “You must understand! He saved you because he knew what a good and kind and thoughtful man you are. To go to war armed only with your kindness and compassion – that was the action of a brave and noble soul. Will recognised a kindred spirit in you. His final act, which allowed you to escape, was to him the most fitting outcome of his life. He could never accept Albie’s death. By saving you, he found a degree of redemption. You allowed him to die with a peace he had not known for many years. That is your gift to us. And we are all grateful to you for it.”

Without thinking, I pulled her close against me and felt the beating of her heart against my own. Lucy’s arms crept about my shoulders, tightening their grip until she held me firmly, her head buried against my neck, strands of her rich, dark hair brushing my face. The soft perfume she wore seemed to rise about me like motes of dust in a beam of golden sunlight. I breathed deeply, despair receding from my thoughts.

After a moment Lucy looked up, her face streaked with tears.

“Promise you won’t go away,” she said. “I don’t think I could bear it here any longer, if you left.”

“I won’t leave you,” I said, caught by the beauty of her upturned face.

“I prayed you would come to me,” Lucy whispered. “And to think that I found you wandering in the grotto. Would you come with me to church tomorrow?”

“Of course – though it will feel strange to stand inside a church again,” I mused.

“We may find guidance there. After all, in the beginning, God created light to drive away the darkness.” Lucy tapped my arm with her finger.

“I remember the verse,” I said. “And Reverend Streatfield mentioned to me some ancient markings buried beneath Hern Hall. Perhaps they have something to do with Will’s candles. But for now we should both get some sleep. Goodnight, Lucy.”

We lingered as we parted. Finally, she let go of my hand and glided silently upstairs. I made my way to my room, being careful to check that the candle-lamps were burning brightly, keeping the shadows at bay.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Alone in my room, I watched from the window as dark clouds passed rapidly over a pale moon, like black waves crashing against a solitary lighthouse, threatening to extinguish the faint ray of hope it offered to drowning souls. The wind howled as the storm grew fiercer, the window before me suddenly banging open with a violent crack, the howl transforming into a harpy’s shriek.

Forcing the window closed, I saw the yellow gate-lamp at the entrance to Hern Hall swinging wildly to and fro, as though tossed on a savage sea. The ancient trees in the garden lashed their branches furiously. Leaves and broken limbs tumbled, torn and shattered, to the ground below. Again and again great sheets of lightning lit up the black sky, a bombardment of raw electrical power as awesome as any military barrage.

In the fierce afterglow, I beheld a shape standing close to the gate, briefly outlined by the flickering forks of lightning.

It seemed to be a man, dressed in a greatcoat, his hand raised as though in salute. He wore no hat, and one could only imagine the misery he was exposed to, out at such a time on such a night as this. Still, in that brief view, my impression was that he was looking at me, that he had seen me, perhaps that he had even called to me.

A huge wave of thunder broke over the house, shaking the very timbers in the walls. The window’s glass shivered in its frame as I leapt back and raised my hands above my head in terror. The gate-lamp fell from its bracket and was instantly extinguished upon the sodden ground.

I saw nothing more of the saluting figure.

Great flashes of lightning lit up the room, a rapid staccato burst of light, like the rotating barrels of the Browning machine gun. Thunder echoed again. Louder. Even the floor trembled. I remembered the night attacks. The heavy guns firing from the rear. The deafening impact of the shells.

I turned to the bed. Anne’s bed. From the legend. Of that much I felt sure. It loomed like a gaping mouth; the bed curtains drawn back, revealing the pillows within like the teeth of a hideous sea monster waiting to catch me in its maw. Compelled by weariness, yet unwilling to sleep inside such a grotesque space, I lay down fully dressed, drawing my jacket tightly about me, as though my clothes might protect me from whatever old ghosts seemed to haunt the attic.

I took out a notebook that I had kept in the trenches; the names of those who had died were listed one after another. I began to whisper their names aloud, evoking their presence once more, recalling their faces, hearing their dying voices, as I slid slowly towards the heaviness of sleep. The dancing firelight played mischievously beyond the bed as my eyes closed and my mind began wandering through the twisting passages of the past.

Sometime later I awoke, or dreamt that I awoke. I could not be sure.

Pitch darkness lay beyond the bed curtains. The fire had gone out.

Whether awake or asleep, I felt that I knew with a terrible certainty that a presence stood watching me, and that it belonged to the realm of pure nightmare. It was a creature not of our world.

It was the phantom sentinel of Hern Hall: long-beaked, pale-eyed, loose-feathered.

I tried in vain to scream. The choking tightness of my throat stifled the cry.

In the confusion of the dreamer who struggles to awake, I groped clumsily to strike a match and light a candle. If I still dreamt, why did my fingers burn with pain as the flame seared my skin? If awake, why did the darkness through which my arm stretched seem as thick and cold as lake-water, a nauseating odour of dank weeds and rotting leaves causing my stomach to clench?

I heard a slow, hideous clacking. Then the sound of scratching upon the wooden floor. Terror had control of me. I wrestled with the candle, fumbling in the darkness, the sheets wrapping around my limbs like wraiths. Finally, the wick caught fire, its yellow flame spreading like golden oil across a dark surface. Light flowed into the recesses of the room, proving that I was indeed alone.

Awake now, truly awake, I set my foot upon the solid floor.

No silent sentinel watched me.

I climbed out of bed and staggered to the window, pulling the curtain aside, needing the clean air of winter to rid me of the fears and wretched thoughts besieging my mind. Outside, the heavy moon still floundered in the dark sky, like a ghost ship, destined never to reach safe harbour.

As I lingered, something moved across the lawn directly below my room. It moved in a straight line away from the house, across the wide lawn. It glowed in the night; a wisp of white, seemingly floating over the frost. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as the shape moved closer to the gravel path. It seemed to pass across the earth like a mist, untroubled by the darkness, a gleaming thread trailing in its wake.

It was Lucy. Following the wires.

Hastily pulling on my shoes, I padded quietly down the stairs. In the library I found one of the French doors ajar, and stepped silently out into the night.

The cold rushed at me. Above, in the high vault of heaven a million tiny pinpricks of silver light peeped out from behind the fast-moving clouds. It was a merciless sky; utterly indifferent to the fates of those who dwelt upon the earth.

I crunched over the gravel pathway and stepped onto the lawn. Frost lay so thick upon the ground that I could feel the grass snapping beneath the soles of my shoes. Everything was frozen; even my breath hung in a crystalline cloud before me. In the far recesses of the park, I could hear the cracking of tree limbs as the cold froze the sap within the boughs, splitting the wood, weakening the great oaks from within.

I sought the wire that I had seen Lucy following. Groping with my hands I grasped the thin metal, which was so cold it seared my skin. Taking a handkerchief from my pocket I wrapped it around my hand and used the wire to guide me along the way that Lucy had gone.

A shriek tore the air. A white shape swooped towards me, gliding on silent wings. I watched it pass; a barn owl, hunting for its next meal.

I resumed my pursuit. The wire passed through an archway and down a flight of steps, bringing me close to the entrance of the grotto. I could hear the splashing of water as it cascaded over the rocks. The interior of the grotto was obscured by utter darkness. I paused, uncertain what to do. I had a horror of the darkness that lay there; it was the same darkness that I had abandoned Will to the last time I had seen him, a darkness that belonged to death.

As I stood hesitating, I heard another sound: the faint ringing of a bell.

It came from the direction of the woodland at the edge of the garden. With relief I turned away from the grotto’s mouth and hurried towards it, keeping a tight hold of the wire. Turning a corner and passing by a hedge of holly, I saw a figure standing in the pathway. Robed in white, the sheen of moonlight draped upon her, Lucy stood like a spirit of the night, her hands raised protectively to her face, as though she feared to encounter what her blindness concealed from her senses.

“Lucy,” I called in a hushed voice, respectful of the silence that hung over the dark world.

“Who’s there?” she cried, her voice trembling.

“It’s John,” I said gently. “What are you doing here, Lucy? You must be frozen; take my jacket.”

I removed my jacket and placed it over her shoulders. She shivered beneath her light robe. Her lips were blue, and her cheeks as wan as wax.

“Did you see anyone just now?” she asked, her eyes darting distractedly around the place where we stood.

“There is not a soul alive who is not tucked up in bed,” I observed, “unless you count the owl; I saw him floating through the gloom. Did you not hear his screech?”

“Then that was what it was?” Lucy held my arm, her fingers more ice than living flesh. “I heard a cry – a scream of pain and terror – and came here hoping to find the poor soul who suffered alone on such a night as this.”

“I swear to you it was an owl,” I repeated. “Come, let me help you back indoors.”

Lucy allowed me to take her trembling hands, and we walked together back along the path towards the house. In the moonlight the towers and chimneys of Hern Hall looked even more like a strange aberration outside of time, a relic of an older world that remained rooted in the beliefs and customs of a forgotten past.

“What brought you out here at such an ungodly hour?” I asked, my skin livid with goosebumps from the cold.

“I heard the bells,” Lucy replied. “They summoned me.”

“The church bells? Don’t they ring every night?”

“Not those bells,” Lucy replied. “Will’s bells. The bells on the wires.”

I too recalled having heard the faint sound of bells.

“The wind must have caused them to chime,” I observed.

“No,” Lucy replied, “it isn’t the wind.” She was right. There was not a breath of wind at that moment to stir even the clouds of vapour that rose from our lips.

“Perhaps it was an animal – there must be deer in the park. What if they knocked against the wire and set the bells ringing? Or our old friend the owl?”

“Perhaps.” Lucy looked away, unconvinced.

“What then? An intruder? A poacher looking to steal fish from the lake?” I glanced about, aware that poachers were not uncommon, and would often defend themselves if cornered, usually carrying a stout stick for such a purpose.

“No, it was not that. It couldn’t be that.”

“How can you be so sure? Bells do not ring by themselves.”

“How can I tell you?” Lucy stopped and looked up into my eyes, her face as white as the frost in the moonlight. “You will think me mad.” As she spoke her eyes took on an unearthly hue, as though we were visitants of a nocturnal realm, where Oberon or Herne the Hunter might appear at any moment, jealously guarding their ancient kingdoms.

“Show trust in me, Lucy,” I said. “Tell me what you heard.”

“The bells… They rang three times. Quickly, once, then a pause, then again, then again.”

“Unlikely to be an animal,” I agreed.

“It was a summons,” Lucy whispered. “I recognised it from my bedroom. My ears hear far more than those who can see. We used to play a game.”

“Game?”

“Will and I played it together. He would hide in the garden, then ring the bells. I would seek him. Will put wires and bells everywhere so that I could follow him. Tonight, I heard his secret ring. Nobody else knew of it.” She looked at me, breathless with expectation. “Don’t you understand? It was Will! He was calling to me! He’s here – somehow – he’s close to us!”

Her eyes shone. A look of triumph spread over her face, making her look as unearthly and ethereal as a statue brought to life. Her words echoed through the darkness.

“Will summoned you?”

“It sounds impossible, but I think he intends to keep his promise!” Lucy cried in exultation. “He promised me he would come home again.”

“Will is gone, Lucy,” I said sadly, taking her hand in mine. “However much we may wish it otherwise. Come, let us go inside.”

“But you heard them too? The bells?” she pleaded falteringly.

“I heard them,” I said. “But we both must sleep now. Things will seem clearer in the morning. Grief is strongest at night.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


The next morning, I was roused from sleep by the sound of the piano being played in a room below. I lay within the curtains of the strange bed, where I must have collapsed in weary fatigue after escorting Lucy back from the garden.

Lulled once more to sleep by the haunting music, my mind drifted to the image of a hill. Three crosses stood silhouetted against a blood-red sky. Three men hung nailed to the rough wooden frames, their palms and ankles impaled with stakes of sharpened cedar.

Had Christ dreamt upon the cross? Did the approach of Death allow him to see beyond his time, far into the future, unto the brutal and near-utter destruction of humanity in the crucible of a mechanised, industrialised war? Did he know of the suffering to come: the bullets, the bayonets, the barbed wire, the bombs and poison gas? Did he regret his sacrifice, knowing how we would destroy the peace that he died in vain for?

With his dying breath, Jesus spoke to the world that had destroyed him, uttering through bloodied teeth, “Consummatum est”: “It is finished”.

Death brought to an end his mortal suffering. What visions did he then see? The blackness of the tomb? Or the radiance of Heaven? Christ lay in the tomb for three days before rising once again, to appear as a radiant figure, shining with heavenly light. Will Chiddingstone once asked me about the three days Jesus spent in Death’s thrall. Where had Jesus been, trapped between the realm of the living and the dead? I hadn’t known the answer.

Then my dream-vision swirled like a shifting kaleidoscope. Now I saw the pockmarked wasteland of the trenches. Pools of sulphurous yellow filled the pitted and cratered earth. A thin walkway of planks led across the desolate hell. White crosses marked the remains of the fallen. A blasted tree stump leaned in crooked agony, neither alive nor dead. Black clouds hung heavy over the earth, lit with the flickering flash of far-off war.

In the graves I saw the forgotten soldiers, buried where they fell, their eyes closed in bitter disgust. I had watched so many of them die, seen myself reflected in their final glimpse of the earth unto which they were born. The eyes that lost their light, turning to blind, cold clay.

Yet they seemed to watch me now.

They were restless to awaken; to reach beyond the thin blanket of mud that covered their graves, stretching out their bony fingers, taking hold of my lapels, pulling me closer to their lips, so that I might listen to their broken whispers.

A voice seemed to murmur behind the curtains of the bed. I woke again with a start, then shivered. Dazed and groggy with fatigue, I sat up, feeling little refreshment from my night of broken rest. The bed curtains hemmed me in on all sides. Had I drawn them closed before sleeping? I couldn’t remember having done so. I pushed them apart, grateful for the daylight that filtered through the window onto the floorboards.

The chords of the piano still floated in the air; a clear, sweet voice was singing a lament whose words I could not quite hear. I glanced at the clock; it was past ten in the morning. Chastising myself for the lateness of the hour, I quickly shaved and washed, before putting on my warmest clothes. A singular coldness enveloped Hern Hall, where eternal winter reigned.

Descending the creaking staircase, I followed the sound of the piano until I found myself in a large room, previously unknown to me. It was lined on one side by tall mirrors, and the other by full-length windows which gave a view of the lake and the park. Hoar frost coated the world outside in sparkling crystals, making each leaf and blade of grass stand out distinctly from its neighbour. Frozen spider webs hung from the shrubbery, and the glass windows were dusted with an icy rime.

The room belonged to a fairy-tale palace; prisms of sunlight played on the polished, mahogany floor. At the far end of the room a fire burned in an ornate marble fireplace. Between the blazing fire and the window was a grand piano, its black wood gleaming.

Lucy was sitting upon the piano stool, her fingers lightly dancing over the keys. She recommenced singing the same mournful song that I had heard from the attic. The scar on her face stood out like red velvet in the pale light. Her dark tresses were arranged in a complicated pattern of curls and plaits. She sang in a low, expressive tone, which seemed to belong perfectly to the frost and the frozen world outside. Her blind eyes, open and alert, seemed to watch me as I approached.

Halfway across the room, I noticed a curious visual phenomenon caused by the positioning of the mirrors. As I passed a certain spot, I could see myself reflected in what appeared to be a never-ending sequence, the image of my face reproduced over and over, diminishing with each repetition.

Lucy sang a final aching note, sustaining it as the last vibrating tremor of the piano died away. In the silence that followed she looked sadly out at the frost-covered scene beyond the windows, as though she mourned not just her brothers but the loss of an entire world.

“Your singing woke me,” I said as gently as I could, hoping not to make her jump.

“I’m not used to an audience,” she replied, clearly startled by my voice, yet she quickly recovered her composure. “How dreary you must have found the tune.”

I disagreed. “It brought the whole world alive.”

Lucy’s face flickered with the shadow of a smile.

“This is a magnificent room to play in.”

“It’s the ballroom,” Lucy said, closing the lid over the keys and standing up. “Or rather, it was. I can’t ever remember any balls taking place here. Mother practically banned visitors after my brother’s death. Albie’s, that is, not Will’s.”

Lucy slowly raised her fingers to trace the scar across her temple.

“Mother became a recluse, turning away from the world. Now she thinks only of her own misery. Father bears it the best that he can, but all his hopes were built upon Will returning from the war. Now he is as lost as Mother.”

She had taken a few steps towards me, and we now stood by chance upon the same spot from which the room was suddenly filled with copies of ourselves, side by side, surrounded by glowing light from the wintry sunshine. For a fragment of a second there seemed something phantasmagorical in that sight: a blind, beautiful young woman shoulder to shoulder with a gaunt survivor of the trenches of France.

“Let’s walk to church, shall we? I’m longing for some fresh air. This house is like a cage sometimes.”

She rested her hand on my arm as we left the room together, her skin as cold as snow upon my flesh.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


The church of Saint Agnes the Martyr lay close to the wall of the estate and was reached by a path which passed beneath a stone archway.

“It’s quite a distance to the village,” I observed, as Lucy and I walked side by side through the light dusting of snow that had settled during the night. Flurries of snowflakes were swept along by a keen north-easterly wind, chilling the marrow of my bones.

“Yes – more than a mile,” Lucy replied, her cheeks unusually bright in the fresh morning air. “Most of the villagers used to work here at Hern Hall, so originally they would not have had far to walk.”

“Danby told me there weren’t many staff left?”

“We’ve far fewer than before the war. When they took Father’s horses we no longer needed the stable-hands. Even our head gardener went. He was killed on the Marne. His widow comes to church every Sunday, but I never have the courage to speak to her… Perhaps I shall from now on.” Lucy walked in silence for a few paces before continuing. “It’s almost as though I can’t remember what life was like before the war. Do you think things will ever go back to how they were?”

“I don’t think they can. Too much has changed. Too many men were lost.” I shook my head bitterly. “It staggers me to remember it; rank upon rank of earnest young men, hewn down in swathes by the monotonous rat-a-tat-tat of the machine gun. It never faltered. It never tired. It devoured them all and still it hungered for more.”

“How hideous.” Lucy shuddered. “And I still don’t understand why the war had to happen. Father tried to explain it, back when it all began. But even he stopped trying to defend it. It was just a horror. A dreadful abhorrence that we were powerless to end.”

“That was why I found it harder and harder to speak the word of the Lord.” I paused, staring at the spire of the church as snow settled on its ancient tiled roof. “If God truly loves us, then why did he allow it to continue? Either he despises us, or the apocalypse is at hand.”

“The apocalypse?” Lucy said, turning to me with a frighted expression on her face.

“How else do you explain a landscape of broken trees and endless mud? Where instead of Life, Death prevailed. And yet the war is won.” Anger at the betrayal done to so many young men rose within me, briefly causing the world to swim about my head, my ears buzzing with a dizzying drone.

We reached the lychgate that gave access to the graveyard, with the solid Norman church squatting on a slight rise ahead. A gravel path wound its way through lines of gravestones and marble-sided tombs up to the entrance. From the tower, a mournful bell began sounding the hour, the hollow clang causing a chorus of cawing and croaking from a rookery nestled in the branches of a great yew tree, whose ancient trunk, twisted and deformed by age, passively supported its canopy of enormous boughs and branches. Its roots, gnarled and sinewy, broke through the earth surrounding it and here and there, tilting over the moss-covered stones of the long dead of the parish, and competing with the church itself in its venerability and claim to immortality. Indeed, it must have been already growing when the first stone of the church was laid in the eleventh century, and who could say which would outlast the other?

Lucy’s face was drawn with concern as she stood close beside me in the shelter of the lychgate. She reached up and touched my lips, her fingertips as cold as the falling snow.

“You are angry with God,” she said, her voice full of sympathy. “We all feel that same doubt – that same frustration – that this war was allowed to happen. But now, more than ever, we must embrace the peace that Jesus promised.”

I looked away, unwilling to hear talk of promises of salvation and redemption.

“In France, I saw the ruined walls of churches on my way to and from the front line; churches just like this one, in tiny villages that had existed peacefully for hundreds of years. The Christian soldiers on both sides took little care to avoid the destruction of churches any more than trainyards. If such a war should ever come here to England, would not the same fate await our parish churches that for so long have sat unscathed, whilst we ravaged the world, exploiting, enslaving and evicting those whose lands we chose to conquer?”

I stopped, my anger vanishing into the air, swept away on the December wind. Looking back through the gate, I could see, above a line of bare oaks, the chimneys of Hern Hall pointing to the purple sky, which was heavy with snow clouds. Smoke hung in a dark pall over the house, as though a funeral shroud lay upon it.

In the graveyard near to us, a wooden cross stood by the low flint wall, with a stone effigy of Jesus Christ suspended from its beams, a look of tortured agony and mortal suffering visible beneath the crown of thorns that encircled his head.

“Jesus sacrificed himself for us,” Lucy said, as if reading my thoughts. “There were those who were blind to the love that he preached – they saw their own arrogance and pride mocked by his humility. They sought to destroy him. If we have been drawn to destroy ourselves in a vainglorious war, the fault is our own, not His.”

A blackbird sang a shrill tune as we walked across the frozen ground, our footsteps crunching on the gravel. Looking up at the church spire, I saw a weathervane in the shape of a golden sun gleaming dully in the mist. As we entered the church, I felt a strange dislocation from my former self. For so long I had been entirely committed to the Church and to its teachings. Now I came like a ghost emerging from the mist: insubstantial, weakened by illness and doubt, robbed of my faith by the scale of pointless death I had witnessed in the fields of France. Instead of reverence and humility, I felt only disillusionment.

There were rows of wooden pews on either side of a small central aisle, beyond which were the choir stalls and the altar. An advent candle burned near the pulpit, where Reverend Streatfield stood, addressing the congregation, comprised of a handful of mostly elderly women, all dressed in deepest black.

We sat unobtrusively at the back of the church, close to the baptismal font, which looked as old as the yew tree outside. I wondered how many generations of the Chiddingstone family had been held over the water and felt the cold cross made upon their infant brows. Perhaps there would be no more.

Reverend Streatfield watched our arrival as he spoke, and continued to look toward us as he concluded his sermon.

“…upon this day of utmost darkness – the briefest of the year – the winter solstice, when the sun itself struggles to impress upon the murky world its heavenly light, we must remember the lessons contained in the Bible. It is the foundation of our faith. ‘In the beginning God created the Heaven and the earth, and the earth was without form, and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said, Let there be light. And there was light. And God saw the light, that it was good, and divided the light from the darkness’.”

Here he paused and locked eyes with me. It almost seemed as though he had heard what I had said to Lucy in the graveyard. The next words he spoke flew straight to my heart.

“Those who dwell in darkness, must seek the light of God. Jesus said to his disciples: ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.’ Remember that there is no place in this world that the light of Christ cannot shine. Dungeon walls of solid rock cannot keep out His light. No battlefield can destroy its radiant beam. No heart is so withered that it cannot revive. On this night of winter solstice, we celebrate the eternal glory of the light. Darkness can never prevail whilst the light of Heaven shines. Amen.”

“Amen,” I whispered, my mouth dry, my hands gripping the top of the pew before me. As the congregation rose to sing a parting hymn, I stared mutely at the yellow flame of the advent candle, which marked the remaining days until the feast of Christmas. How fragile the flame appeared, buffeted by draughts in the gloom of the ancient church, clinging tenaciously to life.

Standing close to Lucy, watching the flame burn with bright defiance, I felt a flicker of hope, a tremulous reawakening of the faith I had thought of as dead. The hymn concluded, and the small congregation rose from the wooden pews and began putting on their black coats and shawls. Lucy and I remained seated, waiting to speak to Reverend Streatfield.

“What were you thinking of?” Lucy asked quietly. “I know you were looking at something. What was it?”

“The advent candle,” I replied. “Its presence here is clear; a symbol of the light that Jesus brought to the world, to save us from the darkness of our sins, to deliver us from evil and lead us to Heaven.”

“And to remind us of the star that guided the shepherds and the wise men to adore the infant Jesus,” Lucy added. “The fragile light it gives is the visible proof of God’s love. Those who follow it shall be brought unto God.”

I frowned. “But why did Will send candles to you? What purpose did he have in mind?”

“Are they a similar proof of Will’s love?” Lucy guessed. “He knew he would not make it home alive, but the light from his candles shows he loves us still.”

“That makes sense.” I nodded. “But it doesn’t explain the strange markings etched onto the wax.”

“I wish I could see them,” Lucy sighed, “and see the light of the candles once more. To be free of the darkness, that is my prayer.”

“Perhaps we should pray together,” I said hesitantly, moved by her sudden sadness. “There may be angels watching over us who can carry our prayers to Heaven.”

Lucy turned her head towards me.

“You have not spoken of angels before. Why now? Why here?”

“I’m not sure.” I folded the papers and placed them on the pew beside me. “It feels like I am waking from a long sleep… You have brought joy to my life, Lucy.”

“My name means ‘light’,” she said quietly, a faint smile playing over her lips. “Perhaps that is what you see. Come, let us pray. But I think you over-praise me. The blind cannot lead.”

We prayed, sitting together in the empty church, our faces draped in the golden glow of the advent candle burning steadily in the gloom.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


After the service, Reverend Streatfield ushered us through the graveyard, where a small door opened in an ancient wall, giving direct access to the vicarage. Once inside, he invited us into the living room, which was modestly furnished with bookcases and pictures of the Holy Land. We sat on a small sofa whilst he heaped a scuttle full of coal onto the fire and poked the embers vigorously with a pair of iron tongs until yellow flames began to appear. A housekeeper appeared, bringing a pot of tea and some shortbread biscuits.

“Come now, my young friends,” Reverend Streatfield said, clapping his hands together and warming the backs of his legs against the fire. “Eat and drink all that you can. Both of you look half-starved. You ought to be in the full vigour of health at your age, not looking as pale as ghosts. That’s better!” He smiled as Lucy took a cup of tea from the housekeeper and balanced the china saucer on her knee. “Now have some shortbread.”

Lucy did as she was told.

“Delicious,” she said.

“Very good. Very good indeed!” Reverend Streatfield nodded at her, pleased with the compliment. “Did you hear that, Mrs Tenny? She likes the shortbread! She’s nearly finished. Give her another!”

“I’m quite full,” Lucy protested, but Mrs Tenny supplied her with two more.

“Mrs Tenny makes them every Christmas,” Reverend Streatfield said, his voice far too loud for the small size of the room, as though he had spent a lifetime giving sermons and had forgotten how to lower his voice. “She makes them on the fifteenth of December, regular as clockwork, don’t you, Mrs Tenny?”

Mrs Tenny bowed her head, pleased to have her biscuits praised by the young Miss Chiddingstone.

“Don’t forget our other guest, Mrs Tenny!” Reverend Streatfield pointed at me. “Mr Elliot also needs some hot tea and shortbread. We can’t let him fade away to nothing. He’s been to war. He needs building up again!”

Despite my protests, Mrs Tenny soon placed a full cup of tea in my hands along with half a dozen shortbread fingers. I complimented her on the sweetness of the crumbly biscuits and she left the room visibly delighted by the reception of her baking.

“A wonderful woman,” Reverend Streatfield said as the door closed behind her. “She’s taken such good care of me these last forty years. I arrived here in 1879, when Queen Victoria was still sitting comfortably on the throne. Mrs Tenny cooked my first meal and she’ll cook me my last when I retire next year.”

“You mean to retire?” Lucy asked, startled. “Does Father know?”

“He does indeed. And your brother knew. I wrote to tell him just before he died.” Here Reverend Streatfield rattled the fire with his poker, conscious of the grief we felt. “He always took an interest in me. Such an inquisitive young man! We had plenty to discuss, both of us with a passion for local history.”

“Where will you go, once you have retired?” Lucy asked, her face downcast.

“I have a sister in Dorset. She lives in a quiet cottage by the sea at Abbotsbury. I plan to take my walks along Chesil Beach. Wonderful spot. Full of fossils. Perfect for an amateur archaeologist like me.”

“And who will replace you here?”

“That I don’t know. If I could recommend anyone, the diocese would certainly be thankful. They much prefer a steady pair of hands to take on a rural parish such as this. Somebody who wants a quiet life. Somebody who has had enough excitement for the time being and needs to put down some roots, make peace with themselves, that sort of thing.”

“Do you know anyone like that?” Lucy enquired. I gazed levelly at Reverend Streatfield, who was still standing by the fireplace, watching us with genial benevolence.

“And I really think it’s time we had a vicar here who might take a wife. Imagine this little vicarage as a snug honeymoon villa for a newly married couple. There’s plenty of room upstairs for a nursery – if they were blessed with children! There’s even Mrs Tenny, who would make a first-rate nanny as well as a cook. It seems the perfect place for a young servant of God in need of a safe harbour to begin afresh in.”

“It sounds charming,” Lucy said, “and you’re right; I’ve always thought this vicarage would make a lovely home to raise children in. It’s such a pretty spot in the springtime when the daffodils come out – I remember it from my childhood.”

“What do you think, Mr Elliot?” Reverend Streatfield asked, his eyes bright. “Do you not agree this would make the perfect spot for a young minister looking to establish himself in a new setting?”

“I think it a very pleasant parish,” I replied. “I’m sure it would suit many a man of God, especially in these times of hardship, when so many are finding it hard to secure a position or a place to live.”

“Quite right. You really put your finger on it. If you should think of anyone that would fit the bill, just let me know, Mr Elliot. My door is always open.”

“I’ll do that, Reverend,” I said, “if I think of anyone.”

“The Lord may work in mysterious ways, Mr Elliot. But sometimes the workings of the Lord are as simple as opening your eyes and seeing what stands before you. More tea, Miss Chiddingstone?” He poured Lucy another cup and then sat down in an armchair.

From my pocket I took out some of the candles Will had sent to Lucy, and laid them carefully on the table, moving aside the tea things to make room.

“What have we here?” Reverend Streatfield rubbed his hands together and leant forward, peering intently at the designs.

“Do you recognise these symbols?” I asked. “They mean nothing to us, and we are keen to learn more about them.”

“Recognise them!” he cried in exasperation. “Why, these are some of the very patterns that I refer to in my contribution to the 1891 Sussex Archaeological Society’s Review of Pre-Christian Tribes. Haven’t you read my monograph? It caused quite a stir; I received four letters about it.”

I confessed that I hadn’t read his work. Reverend Streatfield frowned.

“That’s the problem with the modern age,” he grumbled. “Nobody has the time to read anything! Everyone races around in motor cars, or on express trains. I fear the epoch of the scientific monograph reached its nadir in 1899. Since then, everything has gone downhill. There are only three members left of the local history committee; and that includes me and Mrs Tenny!”

“But you say you recognise these symbols?” Lucy asked, her voice full of impatient excitement.

“Naturally. As my monograph makes clear, these markings are to be found within the environs of Hern Hall.”

“They are found here?” I asked with an excitement to match that of Lucy’s.

“Hereabouts,” Reverend Streatfield replied with a vague flick of his hand. “They predate the house, of course. I conjecture they date from the Neolithic age.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Really, Mr Elliot, you ought to read my monograph. I know that Will had a copy in the library at Hern Hall because we discussed it many times. He may have had a rather narrow field of interest, but Will Chiddingstone was a remarkable scholar when he put his mind to it.”

“Please tell us about the markings,” Lucy urged, reaching for my hand and squeezing it with frustration. “What do they mean?”

“Origins are far easier to explain than potential meanings.” Reverend Streatfield walked to the fire, where he picked up the scuttle and shovelled another heap of coal onto the red and grey embers. “I will start with the more straightforward part; the ‘when’, if you like. The Neolithic period was roughly 4000 to 2000 years bc. That’s quite a stretch of time. As far in the past to Christ’s birth as we are in advance of it. Think of it. Hundreds of generations of human life existing here, in this part of ancient Albion, long, long before the Romans and the first Christian settlers.”

“Were they cavemen?” I asked, trying to picture a society so remote in time from our own. “The type who battled the woolly mammoth and the sabre-toothed tiger?”

“Not quite, Mr Elliot.” Reverend Streatfield chastised me as though I were an obtuse child in Sunday school. “You sell our ancestors a little short. They were far more organised than that. Have you ever seen the great stone circles at Stonehenge or Avebury?”

“I remember learning about them with my governess,” Lucy cried. “Vast circles of immense stones, built as places of worship. The stones were transported over great distances using ropes and logs. It must have taken years to complete them.”

“Not only years, Miss Chiddingstone. Whole lifetimes. It is conceivable that the great sarsen stones – dragged to Salisbury Plain from as far away as Wales – took hundreds of years to make the journey to their final positions. Can you imagine commencing a task of that magnitude, knowing that it would be the work of your children, and grandchildren, and great-grandchildren to complete? It staggers the mind of modern man. We marvel at the work of the medieval builders who constructed our great cathedrals, but that was child’s play compared with what the Neolithic societies accomplished.” He peered down at us from beneath the rims of his spectacles, then continued.

“What are the odds that Saint Paul’s Cathedral will still be standing in 2000 years’ time? Notre Dame? Saint Peter’s in Rome? Only the Egyptians and the Romans can rival the Neolithic age for the permanence of their constructions. They have left a physical record of their presence here on Earth that will outlast the motor car or the railway track. We are but a temporary age – we will soon be overlooked by the grand sweep of time’s brushstroke.”

It was clear that Reverend Streatfield was preparing to deliver a lecture that might outlast the immortal stones of Avebury Ring. I cut in before he could continue.

“These markings that indicate that Neolithic people lived here, where can we find them? Are they close by?”

“Well, I was about to explain how the rise of an agrarian economy, based on trade and co-operation, allowed the Neolithic tribes to spread all over southern England, as well as northern France. Many of the stone circles found in Brittany are almost identical to–”

“We promise we’ll read your monograph later,” Lucy interrupted. “Please tell us where we can find these markings!”

Reverend Streatfield looked a little disconcerted, as though he were being robbed of a golden opportunity to educate the minds of the younger generation. He frowned, staring at our anxious expressions as though seeing us for the first time.

“Well, if it’s a matter of such pressing urgency, I suppose I ought to elucidate the key facts that affect this part of Sussex. When I first took up my position here at Saint Agnes, I made an extensive survey of the churchyard and the local area.” Here Reverend Streatfield lowered his voice and whispered to us conspiratorially. “I was rather in awe of John Lubbock, the 1st Baron of Avebury, whose seminal work on the archaeology of Avebury Ring inspired my investigations.” He waited for a response from us, but receiving none, continued with a slight frown. “Suffice to say, I discovered a tunnel in the crypt of the church, hidden within one of the old family tombs. Near the entrance to the tunnel is one of the symbols that you see on one of your rather curious candles.”

“This indicates a tunnel in the church crypt?” I asked, my pulse quickening. “Where does it lead?”

“It extends under the gardens of Hern Hall. There are many tunnels here – they branch off in all directions. Some even extend beneath the lake. Some head north towards the village. Others… well, I don’t know. Will was the only one to fully explore them. Who knows what he found?”

“And there are similar markings in the other tunnels?” Lucy asked.

“In some places, yes. I have to say it has been a good number of years since I ventured down there. I always found them rather dark and narrow for my liking. I am a creature of the light.”

“But you say that Will explored them?” I asked.

“I believe so. It would not surprise me if he knew them intimately.”

“Which tomb does the tunnel begin in?” Lucy asked.

“That is rather a delicate point.” Reverend Streatfield hesitated before answering. “I fear it may upset you.”

“Upset me?” Lucy repeated. Then her face grew ashen. “You mean the Chiddingstone tomb? Where Albie lies buried?”

“I am afraid so. Will begged me to reveal to him the location. I did try to dissuade him, but both of you know how single-minded he could be. I hope it didn’t trouble him. I feared to distress his grieving heart.”

“Just now you said that Will had a very narrow focus when he was researching local history. Were the tunnels a part of that?” I asked.

“Precisely that. They became more than youthful fascination. They were an obsession. He learnt more about them than I was ever able to. The books in Lord Chiddingstone’s library go back many hundreds of years and he became an expert on the local lore surrounding the tunnels. Much of it is superstitious nonsense, of that I am certain. But the tales seemed to capture his bold imagination. I tried to limit his studies to an archaeological basis, encouraging him to use the trowel and the sifting dish to explore the past through careful investigation of the local rock forms and fossil records, but he was more interested in exploration and discovery. Perhaps it was wrong of me not to make your father more aware of Will’s interests.” Reverend Streatfield pushed his glasses higher up his nose. “But at least it kept him out of trouble and seemed to lift his spirits after the dreadful tragedy that happened on the lake.”

“What superstitions are linked to the tunnels?” I asked, trying to follow everything that the elderly vicar was saying.

He sighed, as though unwilling to move beyond the purely historical aspects of the area. “There have long been rumours of a subterranean cave here, where a Roman shrine was sited. Certainly, I’ve found Roman remains in the vicinity – bits of pottery, votive candle lamps, fragments of mosaic tiles, that sort of thing. It is quite conceivable that there was a Roman temple here. They simply adapted the tunnels dug by the Neolithic people, who had long since passed away.”

“Romans?” Lucy said. “Would they have believed in the same gods as the ancient Greeks? Will and I were always playing at Theseus and Ariadne, battling against the evil Minotaur.”

“The Romans incorporated many of the Greek gods into their own forms of worship; they were deeply superstitious – on a level we can barely conceive of today. It would not have been unusual for blood sacrifices to be made at such a temple, however barbarous that may seem to us.”

“Blood sacrifices?” Lucy frowned. “Here? At Hern Hall?”

“Beneath it,” mused Reverend Streatfield. “Or in the forest, certainly. What better way to please the dead than to give them blood – the very elixir of life itself?”

“What spirit did they believe resided here?” I asked, my throat tightening as I thought of the shadowy form I had glimpsed in the darkness of my room and the figure Lucy had described at the séance.

Reverend Streatfield pursed his lips, then announced, “This is all superstitious nonsense, of course – a discredited system of beliefs from before the time Christianity was properly established here.” He paused, pinching the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “The spirit they worshipped was Dis. The God of the Dead.”

Lucy’s hand sought mine; her fingers cold.

“Dis?” I repeated blankly. Yet even saying the name caused the skin on the back of my neck to tingle. “How do you know they worshipped Dis here?”

“Because his name is written on the candle in front of you, albeit in Latin. The same name, the same markings, are etched into the tunnel walls which lie beneath Hern Hall.”

We all stared silently for a moment at the etching on the candles, as though, even just possessing them, we were guilty of some sin against the dignity of God.

“What power did the Romans believe Dis had?” Lucy asked, her voice faltering.

“A great deal of power. He ruled over all who had passed from life into death.”

“Why would they offer him sacrifices?” Lucy asked, bewildered. “What could he give them in return?”

“We can only conjecture.” Reverend Streatfield began to pace up and down in front of the fire, his mind clearly whirring. “Perhaps to implore Dis to help a dead relative find a peaceful home in the underworld. Or perhaps to prevent Dis from coming to claim a sick father, a poorly wife or an unfortunate child.”

“They believed he walked the earth?”

“They believed he hunted for souls. A Grim Reaper of the Classical world, you might say.”

“What did he look like?” Lucy asked, leaning against me. Her body trembled.

“For the Romans in Italy, he was a divine form: powerful, superhuman,” Reverend Streatfield explained. “But by the time their beliefs reached our wild and distant shores, the gods began to be mixed with local legends. The Neolithic tribes believed that Death was a black-winged bird, we think it was called Baaltun. That seems to have been an influence on the Roman view of Dis here.”

“Have you seen a drawing of it?” I asked, curious, despite the fear that ran through my veins.

“Not a drawing. But down in the caves there is a sort of carving on the wall. I suspect it may have been some crude type of an altar, with an image of the deity behind it. I saw it once.” He shuddered. “It was monstrous. There is something evil about it. Truly evil, I mean. Something that lives far beyond the reach of the light. An origin shaped by deformity. A loathed pestilence. A fallen angel transformed into a dark-feathered demon.”


Chapter Thirty


Reverend Streatfield paused and a shudder seemed to pass through his body. He looked at us both; his face taut, his eyes bulging. “That’s one of the reasons I won’t venture into the tunnels anymore. It’s strange to say it now, but for many weeks after I had seen the etching of Baaltun, I used to wake in the night and see it standing in the shadows at the end of my bed. It would frighten me half to death. I truly believe that the crucifix hanging above my head was all that prevented it from dragging me away into the darkness of the tunnels. In the end I became so unwell that I had to spend the summer at a religious retreat in Hampshire. After that I was mostly cured, although when the darkest nights of winter come around, I still prefer to spend the night here, by this fire, reading the Bible, rather than spend a night alone in my bed.”

“Will you stay awake tonight, after telling us this?” Lucy asked, her voice filled with compassion.

“I suspect I may.” He nodded. “Some fears are hard to dismiss, however irrational their origin. I must confess I am rather looking forward to the time when I am settled in Dorset and have left such disturbing thoughts behind.”

The blood in my veins ran cold as I listened to Reverend Streatfield’s story. It had an uncanny resemblance to Will’s childhood nightmare, and my own recent experiences.

Could a malign spirit of the ancient underworld still stalk the grounds of Hern Hall? I felt in my pocket for the silver crucifix that had been my talisman in the hell of the trenches. The cool smoothness of the metal seemed charged with latent power as I ran my fingers along the cross and over the figure nailed in a sacrificial pose hanging from it.

“The Lord is my strength and shield; my heart trusts in Him and I am helped,” I said in a hushed voice.

“Psalm 28, verse 7,” Reverend Streatfield replied. “I have repeated it many times over the years.”

Lucy rose to her feet and walked to the window, where she placed her palms upon the glass and rested her forehead against its smooth surface. She said quietly, “I always thought it was my imagination; the way all children are frightened of the dark. But the darkness here is different. It seems to stare back. Watching. Waiting. There is something here. A shadowy presence. When I fell from the window… it’s so hard to explain. I was very young… but I felt frightened even before I fell. Frightened of something in the attic, something I wanted to get away from, to flee from… and when I fell… I felt like I was escaping, saving myself from something that wanted to hurt me, to devour me, to take me away.”

“I’ve felt something similar here,” I said. “A presence in the shadows, hostile, waiting for me. It was like being hunted; preyed upon by an emptiness, where the light doesn’t reach.”

“The tunnels below Hern Hall may be a crossing point, between what was once believed and what is now understood.” Reverend Streatfield walked over to the window by Lucy and looked outside. Snow had begun to fall in earnest and was covering the gravestones beyond the churchyard wall in a thickening layer of white flakes. “For the ancients, there was a dark power that dwelt below the surface of the land and the lake. They could not account for it, though they feared it. They feared it utterly, without the mental framework of rational explanation. For them the darkness of the subterranean world was a physical projection of death. They worshipped the sun – just consider Stonehenge again; it is a giant solar calendar, which perfectly frames the rising sun at the dawn of the summer solstice. Imagine the precision needed: the knowledge, the skill, the strength, the co-ordination of three or four generations of people to construct something that immense, all to welcome the sun on the day of its greatest triumph. We congratulate ourselves today for making a telephone call from London to Paris; they were tracking the Earth’s orbit of the sun over 4000 years ago!”

He took Lucy’s hands and held them affectionately, comforting her as she struggled to come to terms with the shadowy figure he described.

“To the pagans who lived in these hills and valleys, darkness was the antagonist of light, its wicked nemesis. It meant winter. It meant cold. It meant deprivation. It meant vulnerability. Darkness and Death became inextricably linked. So, these tunnels, these caves, for the early humans, became the lair of the demons who preyed upon human life. They had two choices: either they destroyed the darkness, eliminating its threat; or they placated it, offering sacrifices and worshipping its demons, making themselves acolytes.”

“You think there was a cult of some kind here?” I asked.

“I’m certain of it. In the Middle Ages there may have been witchcraft and necromancy practised here. The first Lord Chiddingstone, the nefarious Edgar, reputedly tried to commune with the dead after the death of his wife and son.”

“Surely, those are just legends?” I said, holding my hands towards the fire.

“Yet Madame Blanche says that ley lines intersect beneath the house.” Lucy shuddered.

“Ley lines?” I frowned.

“Spiritualists believe that the world is criss-crossed by invisible pathways that channel supernatural powers – roadways of the dead,” Lucy said. “Apparently Ashdown Forest is one of the major points of convergence for these lines. It means that the dead and the living are forced closely together. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle lives close by and he has written many books about the power of spiritualism. Madame Blanche is one of his associates.”

“Precisely my point. Every age of mankind, every culture, every point in history, has believed there to be something inexplicable about this place, something that links it with the juncture between this world and the next. Why do you think the church was built here, on this exact spot, with the crypt actually opening into the tunnels?” Reverend Streatfield gestured beyond the window towards the spire of Saint Agnes the Martyr.

“The Norman invaders wanted to subdue the pagan beliefs; to show physical dominance over the lore of superstition and folk tales,” I answered.

“Correct. What better way to show God’s supremacy over the old beliefs than to seal the tunnels that formed the routes to the underworld.”

“But it didn’t work?”

“It seems not. There are other tunnels, other caves. If you try to prevent wasps from leaving a nest by blocking one hole, you only encourage them to use another.”

“So how do you destroy the whole nest?” I asked.

“You use smoke. And fire.” Reverend Streatfield threw more coal upon the fire, whose flames leapt up greedily.

“But what I don’t understand is why lost souls are trapped beneath the earth. Doesn’t the Bible say that souls go to Heaven?” Lucy asked, sitting down again beside me.

“The human soul is immortal,” Reverend Streatfield replied. “It is the breath of God. When the body dies, the soul escapes. After that, the mystery of faith begins. For the painters of the Renaissance, they depicted Heaven as a sphere of clouds and glorious light, where azure blue and pale rose combine with richest gold to show the ethereal Kingdom of Heaven. Such a vision promises humankind a Paradise unknown since the days of Eden. The unworthy souls, those who bear the stain of unrepented sin, are cursed to live in the eternal darkness of Hell, shut out forever from hope, knowing only the despair of regret and remorse, tortured by the profound absence of light.”

“What is that to the blind?” Lucy asked, her voice faltering. “Do I not live constantly in darkness? Has God not punished me for a sin that I am guilty of? Is that why my mother cannot love me?”

“Your mother does love you, my child,” Reverend Streatfield said, laying his hand on Lucy’s head and blessing her. “It is the pain of losing Albie that blocked the passage to her heart, making her grief an intolerable burden upon her mind. She rejoiced when you were born. At your christening she literally beamed with pride. Even your name, Lucy, means the bringer of light. That is what you bring to your parents, and to the world. Light. Glorious golden light, as shines each morning with the first rays of the sun that banish the dark. You have committed no sin. God has not forsaken you. Have faith, my child. He will hear the beating of your heart. He will answer your prayers.”

The three of us stayed silent for a moment, Lucy with her head bowed before the elderly man who looked so kindly upon her. I felt a growing respect for Reverend Streatfield; it was clear that he had watched over the Chiddingstone family, had tried to provide comfort for the indescribable tragedy that occurred when Albie had drowned, and now he sought only to see that Lucy knew the value of her own worth, even if her mother’s ruined mind was blind to it.

Outside, the snow was falling thickly now. It was clear that the snowstorm predicted by Danby had arrived.

“What lies between Heaven and Hell?” I asked, watching the white snow gently covering the grass. “In the trenches I saw so much death. To me it seemed that for many men, their souls became lost in the chaos of no man’s land. There were no last rites. No loving prayers. There were only shuddering explosions that turned flesh and bone into a fine mist, or bullets that knocked a man down in the blink of an eye. Where are those men’s souls? Where is the Heaven they deserve?”

“They will have their time,” Reverend Streatfield said, his voice heavy with suppressed emotion. “They will not be forgotten. We will plant crosses for each and every man. For each and every soul. The world will remember them. The world will honour them. Never again will such a conflict be fought. Their sacrifice, like that of the Saviour Jesus Christ, is a sacrifice of blood. Humankind will learn. The light of remembrance will burn forever more.”

As though in response to his words, the fire crackled, and a scatter of sparks rose, whirling into the chimney.

“But for now,” I persisted, “those men are lost. Their souls are lost. Will Chiddingstone is lost.”

“Will promised me he would come home! He swore that no matter what happened, he would find his way back. Could he still be out there?” Lucy asked, looking at the swirling snow which fell thickly in the garden. “I mean, his spirit, his soul?”

“His soul may indeed be lost, trapped in the mortal realm.” Reverend Streatfield looked up at me, his old eyes full of a questioning light. “Where did you find these candles?”

I looked at Lucy. She squeezed my hand and nodded her approval.

“Will sent them home from the trenches.”

“Candles, from the war?”

“Yes. Will made them himself. These have markings on them, the others don’t.”

“But you have all of them with you?”

“The rest are in the attic,” I replied, then rapidly followed with, “they are safe: I’ve hidden them.”

“Hidden them? From whom?”

“The sentinel, if that is what it is. It seeks to frighten us away.”

“What if the spirit of Death – Dis or Baaltun or whatever it was called – still haunts these tunnels?” Lucy’s voice was tremulous. “The nightmare that Will used to have. The dark figure at the end of his bed. What if it is Dis, preying on the children of the Chiddingstone family?”

Reverend Streatfield and I exchanged alarmed glances, as Lucy continued.

“And what if this shadow, this power of Death, fears the light the candles may bring? Will devoted years to exploring the tunnels and examining the legend. What if he found something, a pathway, a route through the labyrinth, that would allow him to return home, allow his spirit to rest here?”

“It’s impossible,” I whispered. “Madness. There is no underworld. No labyrinth of the lost.”

“How do you know?” Lucy pleaded. “You said it yourself that Will was the bravest soldier in the army. He never gave up. Never stopped fighting. Do you really believe he just stopped existing?”

Her words seemed to land on my heart like blows.

“My brother has not vanished from this earth,” Lucy said, looking at us triumphantly. “He’s still out there, trying to keep his promise, fighting to return home.”

“Will is not gone!” I said, my heart beginning to race. “He is coming. He is moving in the darkness!”

“And we have to help him!” Lucy threw her arms around me, her face flushed with excitement. “He sent us the candles. It is their light that will guide him home!”


Chapter Thirty-One


A thick layer of snow blanketed the gravestones in the churchyard. A chill wind whistled through the gaps in the window frame and caused the fire in the chimney to blaze brightly with each new blast. Reverend Streatfield poured more tea, his eyes bright with the fascinated glow of a scholar reading for the first time a previously undiscovered manuscript.

“The candles must form part of a ritual.” Reverend Streatfield paced up and down. “Often in pagan ceremonies, votive candles or fires would be lit, usually in a circle or around the perimeter of a room or a woodland clearing. The blood of the sacrifice would be sprinkled into the flames.”

“The candles are a strange colour,” I said. “Could it be that Will mixed blood into the wax?”

“That is certainly plausible. Will would have had to have used his own blood, of course, if he was truly preparing a ceremony to summon his departed spirit back to Hern Hall.” Reverend Streatfield paused and pressed his palms together, looking devoutly at a wooden crucifix which hung above the chimney breast. He whispered a prayer under his breath then turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “Did he say when he wanted the candles to be lit?”

“You had better tell him everything,” Lucy whispered.

“Everything?” Reverend Streatfield raised his eyebrows questioningly.

“About the séance. We think we may have heard from Will – or his spirit.”

From my pocket I took out the piece of paper upon which Madame Blanche had scrawled three words in pencil during the séance. I handed it silently to Reverend Streatfield. He took it, carrying it to the window where he held it up to the light.

“It’s almost indecipherable,” he muttered. “One might believe a spider had written it.”

“We called into the darkness,” Lucy said. “When Madame Blanche had opened a channel to the spirit world. This was the reply.”

“Spirit world!” he said irritably. “There is much that ‘Madame Blanche’ needs to answer for. It’s a sin indeed to meddle in the pain and misery of good, honest people.”

“I agree… but something happened that can’t be readily explained,” I said. “After the theatrics and fairground illusions were over, there was a presence that haunted the room… a shadow that seemed to stretch into the darkness.”

“And this was written in response to your question?” Curiosity had replaced Reverend Streatfield’s initial disdain.

“Madame Blanche wrote without looking,” Lucy said. “Without feeling. Without knowing.”

“She did not consciously write it of her own free will,” I said. “Some force guided her hand.”

“And you believe it was Will?”

“It had to be!” Lucy burst out passionately. “Only he would know the answer!”

“We are being drawn into dark matters,” Reverend Streatfield cautioned. “We must proceed with extreme care. The Devil always plays to win. The first word written is ‘light’.”

“The candles,” Lucy explained. “I asked what it was that Will had sent to me from the trenches.”

“But still, it is possible that Madame Blanche may have seen us in the attic, opening the parcel,” I warned.

“Possibly,” Reverend Streatfield agreed. “Her art is that of knowing what her clients think she cannot possibly know. Vague or oblique references suit her purpose. Light is interesting. As a noun it relates to the candles as objects, their purpose being to provide light. As a verb, it seems to suggest an imperative.”

“Imperative?” Lucy wrinkled her brow, her scar stretching and narrowing.

“A command. If Will’s spirit was communicating through the medium of Madame Blanche’s hand, he wasn’t telling you what he sent, but what to do with what he sent, and what he needs.”

“He wants us to light the candles, that much makes sense,” I said, not quite seeing why Lucy and Reverend Streatfield were so excited.

“It’s the light that he needs!” Lucy clutched my hand. “Not the candles – they are just the key that opens the door. It is the light that he needs.”

Reverend Streatfield ran his fingers over the paper that Madame Blanche’s pencil had scrawled over during the séance. He brought it close up to his face, peering intently through his glasses at the twisted handwriting.

“It really is quite remarkable,” he muttered, “to think that Will Chiddingstone has somehow willed this to appear, using the agency of Madame Blanche’s hand. Preposterous, but remarkable.”

“We must look beyond the rational,” I agreed. “This is something that exists only in the realm of belief.”

“Or faith,” Reverend Streatfield corrected. “A faith that you have lost.”

“I am starting to believe again.” I hung my head. “I thought miracles couldn’t happen. Not after what I saw out there. But this…” I searched for the right words. “This is Will. I feel it in my heart. He is near. We have to help him.”

“He promised to return.” Lucy stood beside me, hugging me tightly. “He can do it – I know he can – if we help him.”

“Perhaps you are right.” Reverend Streatfield nodded. “I have always stood ready to serve God in any capacity that I can offer. There is a trial ahead of us – of all of us. But together we can meet it.”

“The next word that was written is solstice,” I said. “Surely that means we must act tonight?”

“The darkest night.” Reverend Streatfield pointed his finger at the window like a schoolmaster. “Traditionally when the sway of Death has greatest dominion over life. That would make sense. Darkness affords the most freedom for the souls of the dead to approach our world. It was the same for our ancient ancestors. Why should it be any different for us? Tell me, how many candles does the package contain?”

“Nine,” I replied. “Is that significant?”

“Thrice to thine and thrice to mine and thrice again to make up nine.” Reverend Streatfield spoke in a chanting rhythm.

“Where have I heard that before?” I frowned, searching my memory.

“Peace, the charm’s wound up!” Lucy completed the verse. “It’s from Macbeth. The three witches – or ‘Weird Sisters’ – are making a spell to summon Macbeth after he has won the battle.”

“Of course!” I clicked my fingers. “The number nine is three times three. An uneven number. A superstitious number.”

Reverend Streatfield chuckled. “Shakespeare always had a way with words. The power of the Holy Trinity is mocked by the three witches. In Hell, there is an unholy trinity: Satan, Sin and Death, made even more diabolical when multiplied by an odd number which always results in an odd number. Evil only leads to a greater evil.”

“The markings on these three candles would suggest they need to be placed in specific places in the tunnels,” I said.

“There are markings which will match them, I’m certain of it,” Reverend Streatfield said. “Once you’ve located the correct position you must light them as close to midnight as you can. Any earlier and we run the risk of them going out before the darkest hour of the night.”

“But we can’t go into the tunnels at midnight!” Lucy cried in alarm. “What if the spirit of Dis is there? Won’t it try to stop us? Hasn’t it been warning us not to interfere since your arrival here?”

“I turned away when Will needed me once,” I replied, my voice firm. “I shall not let him down again.”

“And I will come with you,” Lucy said.

“No, it is too dangerous,” I said firmly. “There might be any manner of obstacles down there: collapsed ceilings, flooded chambers. Anything could happen in the darkness.”

“What does the dark matter to me?” argued Lucy. “Of all of us, I am best suited to explore underground.”

“The lady has a point,” Reverend Streatfield conceded.

I looked at the defiant expression on Lucy’s face. She had made her mind up and I was grateful to not have to venture into the dark tunnels alone.

“What of the remaining candles?” I asked. “How will we know what to do with them?”

“That I am not sure of. There must be a shrine, or a portal of some kind, where the power of Death is concentrated. That is where the candles must be placed. Once lit, they will summon Will’s soul towards their light, as a lighthouse sends its beam across a dark and stormy sea, guiding the ship that carries his soul safely home.”

“Another of the words written is one that I don’t understand: ‘Widdershins’. Does it mean anything to you?”

“Widdershins?” Reverend Streatfield repeated the word, his face dark with thought. He paced up and down before pausing, a stricken look upon his face. “This is most unwelcome. Most unwelcome indeed.”

“You do not know its meaning?”

He shook his head. “Quite the opposite. I had to ransack my memory – for it is a word that is rarely encountered in the modern world – but I’ve got it. It’s an ancient term – archaic in its usage – originating in pagan times. Roughly translated, it means to travel in a circle in the opposite direction to the sun’s movement. Instead of moving east, then south, then west, to north, to be widdershins means to move west, then south, then east to north. It opposes the natural ordering of the world, and as such, defies God’s benevolent plan for the universe. It speaks of the underhand, of the contrary. It worries me.”

“Is it to do with time? Like turning back the hands of a clock?” Lucy ventured. “Perhaps Will means that we must undo time in order to reverse the past.”

“It might do,” I conceded. “But would the message not have said ‘clock’?”

“It may become clearer after you place the first candles,” Reverend Streatfield said, scrutinising the note. “It must have taken an enormous effort for Will to communicate with us like this. We must trust that he has given us the right clues to follow.”

“Like Theseus following Ariadne’s thread to escape from the Minotaur’s labyrinth,” Lucy said.

“What about the other word, ‘seer’? During the séance, Madame Blanche wrote it next to ‘solstice’.”

“Seer? That is interesting. Very interesting indeed!” Reverend Streatfield’s face lit up with scholarly enthusiasm. “Seers were pagan visionaries – literally able to ‘see’ beyond this world. Mostly they were women; girls really, pure of heart, deliberately blinded at birth so they would never know the limits of ‘visible reality’ in the belief that they would ‘see’ beyond it.”

“I am a seer, then!” Lucy turned to us, her blind eyes blazing with light. “Have not I the power to sense that which you cannot?”

“It is true,” I agreed. “You have proved that many times. But what does Will mean for you to do?”

“I might have an answer,” Reverend Streatfield said quietly. “It lies in the pages of the book I showed to you yesterday.”

“The book of the Chiddingstone legend?”

“Correct. I remember reading an entry there about a ritual, or a ceremony, connected to the figure of the seer. You might find the answer there. Will knew its contents better than I. Curse my failing memory, I cannot remember it all.”

Hope and excitement were surging through my veins. Finally it seemed we were on the right path.

“If only we can summon Will’s soul home to us!” Lucy sighed to herself. “Mother and Father might find some measure of peace and contentment at last, knowing he is with us here at Hern Hall again.”

“Ah, that I would counsel against!” Reverend Streatfield warned. “Lady Chiddingstone is not strong enough to cope with this. Any talk of Will’s spirit returning would, I fear, destabilise her fragile health in a most disastrous manner. Madame Blanche already has an iniquitous grip upon your mother’s emotions – this could aid her further in her unholy art.”

“I agree,” I said, raising Lucy’s fingers to my face. “What we are attempting to do tonight we do in honour and memory of Will. But it is fraught with danger and difficulty. Your mother must not learn of our plans. Madame Blanche would only seek to use it for her own gain – as a victory for spiritualism. We must keep this a secret for now.”

“What about Father then?” Lucy clasped my hands in an appeal. “Doesn’t he deserve to know what we have discovered?”

“He would think it madness.” Reverend Streatfield pressed his palms together. “Your father is one of the most rational, level-headed men I have ever met. He would conclude that our good friend Mr Elliot here, was exerting a destabilising influence upon you.”

“But you could speak to him too,” objected Lucy.

“And he would condemn me as a foolish old man, whose desire to do good for my parishioners had warped my common sense into supporting a preposterous fantasy!”

“We must keep this between ourselves,” I said. “Will entrusted this mission to us. We must do it alone.”

“It still feels like a betrayal.” She shuddered. “Especially for Father. He has suffered so much, losing both of his boys.”

“There will be a time to heal,” said Reverend Streatfield, his voice full of warmth. “There may be grandchildren one day, and they have an enormous power to heal the emptiness of aging hearts. I have seen it happen, many times.”

Lucy clung to my side, her body trembling with emotion. I lightly kissed the top of her head, wishing only that she be spared the pain of further grief. She had known only suffering in her time upon the earth. Surely the wheel of fortune must soon turn, bringing light and joy into the darkness she inhabited.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Having bidden farewell to Reverend Streatfield, we hurried back through the falling snow towards Hern Hall. The church bells tolled twelve times as we crossed the frozen gardens. A layer of ice was beginning to form around the edges of the lake, and I sensed the sad spectre of the past hanging over us. It had been on this very night, almost twenty years ago, that Albie had drowned. It was two years since Will Chiddingstone and I had faced death together in no man’s land.

I looked at the limbs of the bare oak trees that lined the garden, their twisted branches reaching upwards like the arms of drowning men. “The winter solstice draws near.”

“I sense it too,” Lucy said, clinging to my arm. “Its power is building. Madame Blanche may well be a fraud, but what if Will truly was able to communicate with us through her? He was always so resourceful.”

“I have never doubted his courage. He, of all the brave souls I have known, would be willing to fight on against death. If his spirit is here, hidden amongst the shadows, or trapped somehow beneath the earth, we must help him. First, we will learn about the ceremony of the seer,” I said. “And then we must explore the tunnels tonight, or we will have to wait another year. Of that much, I am certain.”

“Whatever it takes, I am prepared to endure it,” Lucy said. “Will’s spirit is close at hand. We shall not fail him.”

As soon as we entered Hern Hall, we hurried to the library to retrieve the ancient book of Chiddingstone family history. We sat close to the fire, huddled together, Lucy glancing at the pages with her blind eyes as though it were she, and not I, who read them.

“Here we are,” I said, tapping my finger on a yellowed page, where Seer was inscribed in a flowing hand.

Lucy ran her fingers eagerly over the faded ink.

“What does it say?” she asked, her hair brushing against my face.

I read slowly, struggling to decipher the florid handwriting and irregular spelling of four hundred years ago. “It says that a Ritual of the Seer took place here, at Hern Hall, in mid-winter.” I scanned the page, my eyes resting on the arcane vocabulary with a mixture of fascination and fear.

“Tell me everything,” Lucy urged. “There is no time to waste!” She turned to me, her eyes bright, but filled with as much trepidation as excitement. The scar on her temple stood out from her skin like jagged scarlet wire.

I hesitated, conscious that our research teetered on the precipice of madness.

“It is an ancient ceremony – its origins are lost to the mists of time,” I began, “and one that you will have to complete tonight.”

“What must I do?” Lucy spoke without hesitation.

“You must go into ‘dark waters’,” I said, reading the words of the ancient tome.

“Into the water where Albie drowned?” Lucy recoiled in horror. “I can’t! I won’t!”

“It says ‘the seer must enter alone, without the covering of cloth, unto the sacred pool’.”

“I must be naked?” Lucy asked in alarm.

Rather than look up I continued to trace the ancient writing with my finger as I read. The paper was as brittle as bone. “‘The seer shall be lost from the ken of man for threescore beats of the innocent heart’.”

“What has my heart to do with it?” Lucy pressed her hands against her chest, her face draining of colour. “Is it a sacrifice?”

“No. The language is obscure but I think it means that the water must cover you completely: ‘lost from the ken of man’. Ken is an old term for view. So, you must be lost from sight. You will have to submerge yourself completely beneath the water… for a full minute.”

“A full minute?” Lucy shook her head. “In freezing water?”

“A score was the old term for twenty. Threescore means three times twenty. Which makes sixty. Sixty beats of your heart. Sixty seconds. One minute beneath the water.”

“But to be underwater for so long…” Lucy faltered. “I can’t swim. I never learnt how.”

“I will be with you,” I put my hand on hers, “and will not leave you. I will stay by the edge of the water. If you need me, I can pull you out.”

“But where is the sacred pool?” Lucy asked, hugging herself tightly. “Surely the lake is too large to be described as a pool.”

“You’re right,” I said, tapping the page, reading aloud again. “‘The sacred pool lies in darkness. The solstice sun stains death’s water with life’s blood. Anointed by blood, the virgin seer opens death’s maw’.”

“It’s so horrible to think of.” Lucy shivered. “What does it mean? Blood? Death?”

“I’m not sure.” I drew her closer against me. “Remember, Lucy, these are ancient rites, performed in pagan times, their beliefs and idols have long since been abandoned. Will believed enough in the power of this ritual to ask you to perform it. Whatever happens, I won’t allow anything to harm you. I know you have the courage, Lucy. Will knew it too. That’s why he sent the candles to you.”

“I will do it.” Lucy’s voice grew steadier. “What do I care for the cold and the dark? My brothers sleep below the frozen earth. Tonight I shall be a seer, for them.”

“You are a Chiddingstone through and through,” I said admiringly. “Dauntless in the face of fear.”

“How much time do we have before sundown?” Lucy asked, her face set with grim determination.

“Not long. No more than two hours.”

“I will go and get ready… I will wear a robe to cover myself before…” She dropped her head shyly, a blush spreading over her pale skin. “Mother and Father must never know.”

“Of course,” I murmured. “I will collect the candles and find some matches. We’ll meet back here.”

Lucy nodded, her blind eyes lingering on my own, scanning my thoughts as though she sought to know the workings of my mind.

“I will not be long.” She rose and glided silently across the room, as quietly as a cat.


Chapter Thirty-Three


After retrieving the remaining candles from the attic, I waited for Lucy in the library. I lay the candles upon the table before the fire, marvelling once more at the strange markings that Will had etched upon them, and at the curious red-and-white marbled effect. I thought of Will, picturing his hawklike face frozen in concentration as he formed the candles from the melted wax of the lamps that lit our dugout during those unending nights at the battle-front.

“What do you have there, Mr Elliot?”

I was jolted from my reverie by a woman’s voice. Instinctively I stepped in front of the table, hoping to block the view from the door.

“Lady Chiddingstone,” I said, trying to compose myself, for my heart was racing as if I had been caught in an act of deception. “I hope you are well.”

“That does not answer my question,” she said, narrowing her eyes and darting glances at the table which I now effectively obscured. “What is it that you were examining with such intensity?”

“Just some old candles,” I replied, hoping to use the partial truth to dispel her curiosity. “I plan on taking them to the church later. Reverend Streatfield said that it would be a good idea to leave some candles burning through the solstice night, it being the longest and darkest night of the year.”

“The solstice is a doorway,” she muttered, her eyes glazing over, as though she had suddenly lost interest in my presence. “The time draws near when I shall hear my child speak again. I have waited so long, for so many years. Time tantalises me! The midnight hour seems no nearer!”

I watched her, half in horror, half in pity. Her madness was of the kind that blinded her to anything other than her own suffering, her own desperate despair.

“I’m waiting for Lucy,” I said, hoping to distract her from the demons that plagued her. “She will be here in a few minutes.”

“Lucy is no concern of mine tonight.” Lady Chiddingstone gripped the door frame as though buffeted by a wind that only she could feel. “I leave her to your care, Mr Elliot. Beware of my daughter; she is cursed. All who carry the bloodline of this wretched family are.”

“Lucy is far stronger than you know,” I said. “I wish you could see that.”

“Then take her, Mr Elliot, if she pleases you so much. Take her before she rots away in this godforsaken house, like a broken doll left in the attic.”

“You misjudge her,” I said. “She is braver than I. She needs no one to rescue her, but she deserves her mother’s love.”

“My love is dead.” Lady Chiddingstone glared at me viciously. “It lies frozen beneath the surface of that dark lake out there. Only when I have seen my darling boy alive again will my love awaken. Only then!”

“Then Lucy will live forever without your love,” I spoke quietly. “But I shall offer her the love and respect she deserves.”

“Good luck with her, Mr Elliot,” Lady Chiddingstone said, backing slowly from the room into the shadows of the corridor. “She is the last of her line. A dying light.”

She vanished into the darkness beyond the doorway. I stood motionless, compelled by a sudden yearning for the solace of prayer. I took the silver crucifix from my pocket and held it to my lips, then slipped the chain over my head, feeling its once familiar presence against my chest. Comforted, I whispered the Lord’s Prayer as I waited for Lucy’s return.


Chapter Thirty-Four


The afternoon sun flamed low in the west like a blazing red torch against a bank of charcoal clouds. The silhouette of the church and its pointed steeple stood out sharply against the brooding winter sky. The solstice was beginning. I no longer doubted the strange power of this night, or why it had been celebrated, or appeased, since the days when the earliest people had lived in these hills, amongst the glimmering trunks of silver birch and the dark, matted mounds of rotting bracken that so characterised Ashdown Forest. The night announced itself in every shadow that crept from the gravestones around us, and in the lonely cry of a robin, whose red breast shone like sacrificial blood in the shifting glow of the sunlight. Holly trees, weighted with berries, hung over the ancient stone wall, their sharp leaves reminiscent of the crown of thorns once placed in mockery over the brow of a prisoner dragging a cross to the hill of his execution.

Lucy wore a long cloak, beneath which she wore only a thin nightdress.

“You are shivering,” I said, noting with alarm that her lips were almost blue. “We must get you out of this wind.”

“I am shivering as much from nerves as from cold,” Lucy replied, smiling weakly. “I never imagined that I would be re-enacting an ancient pagan ritual on the darkest and coldest night of the year!”

“It will be over soon. Whatever happens, it must be done tonight, or not at all.”

“I will not let my brother down,” Lucy said, her fingers squeezing my own. The scar on her temple resembled a jagged fork of lightning against the pallor of her benumbed skin.

Reverend Streatfield walked ahead of us, leading the way through the graveyard which lay under a thick blanket of snow. The wind whipped about us, stinging our faces. Reaching the church tower, we passed through a heavy wooden door, leaving a trail of wet footprints on the smooth stone floor which led to the knave, where Reverend Streatfield stopped by a small door surmounted by a Gothic arch.

“This is the entrance to the crypt,” he said, taking an iron key from the pocket of his surplice and inserting it into the lock. Even using both of his hands he struggled to turn the key, uttering a mild blasphemy before the lock mechanism suddenly clicked and the door swung open with a complaining creak.

“I’ve been meaning to get some oil on that,” he apologised, pushing the door fully open. “I don’t suppose you have a lamp?”

“I have the candles, but I think we ought to save them until we find the place that Will wants us to light them.”

“Quite right.” Reverend Streatfield nodded. “Very sensible. You must be careful then, for there is much darkness ahead.”

“It shan’t affect me,” Lucy said. “But you might struggle, John.” She once more squeezed my hand protectively and I felt my heart swell at the thought that such a courageous young woman cared for my well-being.

“Wait here whilst I see if there’s a lamp in the vestry,” Reverend Streatfield called, bustling over to the far side of the church and vanishing from sight.

“Have you been into the crypt before?” I asked, glancing warily at a spiral of worn, stone steps which descended into the darkness. “It smells like an old well.”

“Albie was laid to rest here,” Lucy replied, her voice hollow, “but I was too badly hurt after my accident to attend. I know that Will went down there with Father, after the funeral. But Mother wouldn’t go. That’s why the memorial stone you saw was placed in the garden; so that we can remember him in the sunlight and the open air. I hate to think of his bones still lying there in the coffin, all alone in the dark vault beneath this church. He was so small, so young. I can’t bear to think about it.” She pressed her lips tightly together.

“Perhaps you ought to stay here with Reverend Streatfield,” I said, drawing her closer to me. “What if this is too distressing for you? Will wouldn’t want you to suffer more than you already have. He’d hate to think he was causing you fresh torment. Let me explore the tunnels alone. As soon as I’ve located the sacred pool, I’ll place the candles and join you in the library.”

“No!” Lucy pushed away from me and felt for the edges of the archway. “Will sent those candles to me. He entrusted me with this task. The book told us that a seer was a blind girl. How can you possibly complete the ritual without me?”

Before I could react, she hurried forwards into the gloom of the descending stairwell, vanishing from sight.

“Lucy!” I called, leaning over the black, echoing void. “Wait!”

“Has she gone ahead?” Reverend Streatfield appeared beside me, holding a pair of paraffin lamps which gave off a sickly yellow light. “These were all I could find. The sexton uses them when he’s digging graves late in the night. Tradition still holds that graves should be dug at night, so that we who are living should not be reminded of our own final resting places.” He looked at me mischievously over the top of his glasses. “Well, I see you are in no mood for humour. I’ve always felt that a little laughter makes the grimmest of tasks more palatable. These lamps should give you an hour or so of light when you are in the tunnels.”

“An hour? Surely that’s plenty of time. How many tunnels are there?”

“More than you may imagine.” Reverend Streatfield stepped through the doorway, calling out as he went, “Stay where you are, Lucy! The cavalry is coming!”

I doubted that Lucy would regard us as heroic rescuers, in fact I had come to realise that Lucy Chiddingstone was very capable of looking after herself. It was my own heart that had been stricken by grief and horror at what I had seen in those trenches. For a year I had been paralysed by self-pity and doubt, questioning everything, understanding nothing. I resolved that whatever Lucy and I encountered in the tunnels tonight, I would not be afraid. I would honour the sacrifice that Will had made in saving my life.

Following the sounds of footsteps, I descended a narrow twisting staircase, emerging into a low, vaulted chamber. All around were stone tombs, the long-dead ancestors of the Chiddingstone line. Lucy waited in the far corner; her face turned impatiently towards us. I took one of the lamps from Reverend Streatfield and inspected the names and dates etched on the crumbling stones.

“These go back to the 1600s,” I said, quietly impressed. “It’s not often one sees tombs of this antiquity.”

“The inscriptions on most gravestones are gradually worn away by exposure to the wind and rain,” Reverend Streatfield explained. “The intact ones we see in churchyards tend to be less than a century old. Yet these tombs have been protected from the weather. There’s no reason why they shouldn’t still be here in a thousand years’ time.”

“Where is Albie’s tomb?” I asked quietly.

Reverend Streatfield pointed to the corner where Lucy lingered like a ghost in the darkness. We made our way towards her, the lamplight casting strange shadows which leapt and danced as we passed between the rows of tombs.

“Here lies my brother,” Lucy said, the gleam of a solitary tear tracing its way down her wan face. “This is his final resting place.”

I looked at the stone tomb, inside which the small body of Albie Chiddingstone had been laid to rest nearly twenty years before. It was indeed a melancholy sight. Carved cherubs decorated the cold stone. His name was engraved in gold lettering along with the year of his death. All around was stillness and silence. It was a dismal and wretched place for a young boy to spend eternal rest, a boy who, by rights, had years to live and a whole lifetime to explore the far-flung corners of the world.

On the floor beside the tomb, I saw the remnants of an old candle and some matches.

“Do these belong to the sexton?” I asked.

“He doesn’t come down here,” Reverend Streatfield replied, puzzled. “And I keep the only key. The only other way in is through the tunnels.”

“Could Will have left them?” I asked.

“Most likely. He knew the tunnels better than anyone. He may well have come here. It would not be unlike him to have performed vigils for Albie, sitting alone through long nights by Albie’s tomb, keeping his memory alive.”

A chill ran down my spine as I imagined Will sitting alone in this dank vault, watching the lonely flame of his candle flickering in the pitch darkness, whispering to his dead brother, longing to make amends. I thought of how I had seen him in that last moment, crouched amongst the debris of no man’s land, staring at the open locket, saying a final goodbye.

“It’s so unfair!” Lucy said passionately. “Will loved Albie so much! He never forgave himself for the accident. It wasn’t his fault! Imagine him spending hour after hour alone here, keeping Albie company. He never wanted him to be alone! It must have been so frightening sitting alone in the dark here, with just a candle. And Mother was so cruel to him about the accident.”

“Lady Chiddingstone is grieving for both of her sons,” Reverend Streatfield said compassionately. “I’m certain that she has always loved them both, and will always do so.”

“Then why was Will so keen to die in the war?” Lucy asked in desperation. “Mother drove him away. He knew she would never forgive him. What was there for him to return to?”

“He died saving me,” I said, my heart as heavy and as cold as the stone slab I leant upon. “He didn’t look for his own death; he faced it so that I might live. If he had returned ahead of me, he would be standing here today, not me. I couldn’t fight. I was too afraid. I hid behind the cross. Then I abandoned my faith. I do not deserve the life Will granted me.”

“You are deserving!” Lucy said, reaching out her hand. “You served God in the darkest of hours when all about you were lost. You carried the light of the world in your prayers.”

“Lucy is right,” Reverend Streatfield said, laying his frail hand upon my shoulder. “You have been tested – more than tested – you endured what amounts to a man-made apocalypse. You saw the fires of Heaven raining down upon the earth and felt the very ground shatter beneath your feet. You walked unarmed into the sound and fury of war, indisputably proving your mettle. You are a worthy man. A brave man. God will rejoice in your return to his fold, the very moment that you forgive yourself.”

“I shall not forgive myself until I have carried out Will’s final wishes,” I muttered. “He entrusted the candles to me. He wanted me to meet Lucy.” I took her hand and looked into her blind eyes. “Will knew that you possess the courage I lack – instead of fearing darkness, you embrace it, carrying the light of your own pure soul into the darkest places of the earth.”

Lucy drew herself against me, pulling my head towards her and gently kissing my closed eyes.

“There,” she whispered. “I give you the light that you seek. You are free of the darkness. Walk beside me.”

A glow, like the first glimmering light of the rising sun, washed gently through my soul. Where I had been broken, a spirit of redemption rose upwards, restoring my faith, strengthening my heart, rejuvenating my soul.

“I wish I could stand by your side forever,” I whispered, opening my eyes, enraptured by the ethereal beauty of her pale face.

“Come along,” Reverend Streatfield said, a twinkle in his eye. “Time waits for no man – or woman. We must ensure that all the candles are ablaze by midnight, which means you must find the way through the labyrinth of tunnels beneath the estate. The markings of the candles will guide you. Once the church bell strikes twelve, the solstice begins, bringing the realm of the living and the dead together for one hour. We must be ready by then.”

“But we still don’t know where the other candles are to be lit,” I said. “Where is the portal that will summon Will’s spirit home?”

“That is what you must discover. Will may have left a clue in the tunnels.”

I nodded and lifted the paraffin lamp I was holding, illuminating a narrow tunnel that stretched into the dark.

“And if we meet Dis?” I asked. “Or the Minotaur, or the sentinel, or whatever sinister creature of the underworld it is that haunts this place?”

“I suggest you recite Psalm 23. Good luck, both of you.”

With that, the elderly vicar left us alone, the light from his lamp casting giant shadows on the low ceiling of the vault as he returned to the spiral staircase, ascending to the safety of the daylight world above.


Chapter Thirty-Five


The tunnel was narrow and low. I went first, bending forwards at the waist so as not to knock my head upon the rough stones that jutted from the tunnel’s roof, holding the lamp before me with one hand, and with the other, reaching backwards to hold Lucy’s fingers.

“Keep low,” I whispered.

“I am,” Lucy protested. “And why are you whispering?”

“In case we… wake something up.” It was the best explanation I could give for the vague sense of misgiving that filled my heart. “This place feels old. Ancient even. I might be Theseus, entering the Minotaur’s labyrinth.”

“That makes me Ariadne,” Lucy huffed. “And you weren’t very nice to her in the end, remember?”

I laughed, and suddenly felt a little better. Reverend Streatfield was right; even terror could be softened by humour.

We descended rapidly. The air felt close and still. Our footsteps echoed loudly in our wake. We had travelled about a hundred yards when Lucy asked, “Can you remember Psalm 23?”

“‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me’.” I recited the words, relishing the power and significance they carried now.

“Do you truly believe then that He walks with us?” Lucy asked.

“More than I ever have before. After Will’s death I was blinded by anger and pride. But I seek His presence now.”

“You are different to how you were,” Lucy said. “When I first met you, you seemed like a ghost. I thought that perhaps you were… there have been others like that who come here.”

“Other men?”

“Other soldiers. I hear them whispering in the darkness. They are lost and afraid. They mutter Will’s name. I think he invited them here.”

“To Hern Hall?”

“I think so. And now they come. They live in the shadows of the trees. Lurking. Watching. Waiting.”

“Do they frighten you?”

“No.” Lucy paused. I turned to look at her face, which was mostly hidden by the hood of her cloak. Her scar stood out brightly in the lamplight. “They are not here to frighten us. They are looking for a home.”

“You see more than I do,” I said, admiringly. “Your heart is filled with pity; mine was filled with bitterness.”

“But you are better now, John.” She rubbed my fingers and nodded at me; her dark eyes gleaming like jet. “And you will keep on getting better, I promise.”

I held the paraffin lamp above my head. The narrow tunnel had expanded into a sort of chamber, roughly ten feet wide and the same in height. The air felt heavy and fetid.

“It smells horrible,” Lucy complained, her voice strangely loud, echoing off the rock walls that surrounded us. “It’s like an animal has been sleeping here.”

“I can’t imagine what creature would choose to live down here,” I said. In the corner of the chamber I saw a pile of old straw and branches, with black feathers and animal bones scattered around its base, like a nest. I shuddered, thinking of the herons that stalked the park.

“This must be a lair… or a den,” I said.

“We must have frightened the creature away, whatever it is,” Lucy replied.

I noticed a recess in one of the walls, which formed a sort of shelf. Holding up the lamp, I saw that the rock had been carved with three converging lines, like a tripod.

“What is it?” Lucy asked, staying close by my side.

“I think it’s an altar.” I lifted the lamp closer and felt inside the recess with my hand. “There is a rune etched into the stone. It matches one of the candles.”

Amongst the dirt and debris my fingers closed on something smooth and cylindrical. I gently picked it up and brought it into the lamplight.

“What have you found?” Lucy reached with her hands and tentatively felt what I passed to her. She shuddered, feeling the same creeping fear that was starting to catch at the edges of my mind.

“It’s the end of a candle,” I said, “and it’s been lit. The wick is blackened, and the wax has melted and hardened again.”

“Did Will leave it here?” she asked.

“He must have been experimenting… lighting candles before the war,” I said. “This is what he used as a candle holder.” I passed an object to Lucy, who ran her fingers over it then gave a shriek, almost dropping it.

“Is that what I think it is?” she said, her face drawn in revulsion and horror.

“It’s an animal skull. There are others in the corner of the room. This must be where the first candle needs to be placed.”

I withdrew from my pocket the candles and found the one that was marked with the same rune.

“This is it,” I said. “It matches exactly. This is where Will wanted the first candle to be lit.”

“But why here?” Lucy asked.

“We do not know what the Romans or the pagans may have used this space for. Perhaps Will had learnt something about its true history from one of the books in the library. All we can do is trust his wisdom.”

“What about the other candles? Where do they belong?”

“We must keep exploring. These tunnels go even further down below the earth.”

Striking a match to light the candle, I stood it inside the animal skull and placed it on the shelf near the rune. The flame flashed with a strange blue light, and dark smoke guttered into the air, filling the chamber with a nauseating smell.

“The flame is lit. The wax has begun to melt. Let’s hope it will last until midnight. Time is against us. We must hurry.”

“Let me go in front,” Lucy said. “I can see with my hands as well as you can with the lamp. Perhaps I will find the next rune with my fingers.”

“Be careful then, there may be pits or rockfalls ahead.”

“I see more than you do in the darkness,” Lucy replied. She felt along the edge of the wall and we continued along the tunnel. Just as we were leaving the chamber, I heard a sound which almost stopped my heart: the sound of footsteps behind us.

“Keep going,” I said, pushing Lucy gently onwards. “I’ll just check the candle is still alight. It may have fallen over.”

I went back into the chamber, crossing to the shelf which held the candle. As I regarded it, I heard again distinctly the sound of footsteps behind me, and a whispered breath of cold air touched the back of my neck. Every hair on my body went as stiff as wire.

“Who’s there?” I whispered, hardly able to breathe, withdrawing my stare from the altar and turning around, my mouth dry, my eyes wide. The candlelight shone on the matted nest of twigs and feathers. My skin crawled. In the moving shadow of the flame, which twitched and jerked upon the altar, I had glimpsed something small and thin darting into the obscurity of the tunnel, heading in the direction of the crypt. Something like a vagabond child, fleeing from the light.

“John?” I heard Lucy’s voice calling, concern and alarm evident in her tone. “John, are you coming?”

The floor seemed to tilt beneath me. The walls pressing in from all sides. Suddenly I was back in the trenches, back in the utter chaos and fear of the presence of death. In my mind I heard the voices of men crying out for an end to the pain. Voices of the fallen, caught in an anguish of despair, knowing they were lost, but unwilling to die alone.

“I’m coming!” I called, my voice steadier than my nerves. I shook myself free of the shadows of the past, and followed to where Lucy waited, leaving the candle flickering in the chamber behind me, and I did not look back.

With Lucy feeling her way along the wall, we inched slowly along a narrowing section of tunnel. Water began to drip from the ceiling, falling onto the tunnel floor in cold, heavy drops that echoed mournfully through the silence. A rough channel, worn in the centre of the floor, formed a gutter which soon filled with a stream of running water that bubbled and gurgled over small rocks as we descended further.

“We must be below the lake itself,” I surmised. “This is limestone above us – it allows the water to slowly seep through, like a giant sponge.”

“Is it safe?” Lucy asked, glancing upwards nervously.

“This tunnel was dug more than two millennia ago,” I said. “If it has withstood the forces of nature for this long, there’s no reason to suppose it will collapse on our heads tonight.”

“Do you think these tunnels were really dug by our ancestors?”

“The markings on the walls look to me as though they were made with tools,” I replied, noticing how the lamplight picked out patterns of horizontal grooves and deeply scored lines in the surface of the stone. “Whoever built this tunnel intended to be able to stand up and walk freely.”

“But it must have taken them years to dig a tunnel through solid rock, especially in the days before dynamite or drilling machines.”

“I think time was a different concept then,” I said. “They were constructing sites of worship to mirror the glory and power of nature. The phases of the sun and the moon were their guides. Their projects were measured in celestial alignments, not by the ticking of a watch.”

“I can understand the desire to create an outdoor temple to the sun and the moon,” Lucy said, “but why dig downwards into the earth? Why seek darkness, instead of the light?”

“The underworld has always been linked to the dead,” I mused. “The spirits of the underworld were regarded with as much awe and fear as any bountiful goddess of the harvest or fierce god of war.”

“You mean, the tunnel itself is a testament to their worship of Death?”

“The deeper the tunnel, the more devotion it shows. Just as the builders of the medieval cathedrals vied to build the tallest spires to get closest to Heaven, so those who dug these tunnels sought to open a channel to the world of the dead.”

“But what if they dug too deep? What if they opened a pathway to something that was never meant to see the light?”

“That’s my worry too. There’s a reason why the dead are buried. It’s to separate them from the living. There needs to be a division; one world for the living, another for the dead.”

“If the early diggers broke open a seal to that other world…”

“It would be like leaving a cage unlocked at a zoo,” I said.

“The Chiddingstone legend,” Lucy moaned. “The deaths of the children. Always in some untimely fashion. As though they were devoured. Like Albie. Drawn to their deaths by a dark shadow!”

“I think Will had come to the same conclusion,” I said. “He believed there was a spirit of the underworld, belonging to a time long past, lurking far below the earth, frightened of the sun.”

“Do you think Will saw it?”

I hesitated, thinking of the pile of animal bones and the nest of feathers.

“I think he came face to face with it on the night Albie died.”

“That’s hideous,” Lucy cried. “And it haunted his nightmares after that?”

“I imagine so.” I remembered Will’s story of the dark shape that lingered by the foot of his bed, hiding in the dark, a shadowy sentinel, menacing and silent.

“Then we must hurry!” Lucy urged. “We must find the last two runes.”

We continued on, each listening for sounds that belonged to a world beyond our own.


Chapter Thirty-Six


As we descended further, the air temperature began to stabilise.

“We are too far below ground to feel the winter cold,” I said. “It must be this temperature all the year round.”

“The water that trickles down the walls is cold as ice though,” Lucy observed. “My fingers are going numb.”

“Let’s hope the next rune isn’t much further,” I said, raising the lamp and shining it ahead. “I see something glinting. I think we are almost there.”

We emerged into another cavernous space, this one even larger than the first. A pattern of indentations in the walls proved they had been hewn from the limestone by primitive tools. A tunnel led off from the far side of the chamber, which seemed to lead upwards, back towards the surface. In the centre of the chamber floor, the stream of water that we had been following emptied into a circular pool of smooth, dark water. Above it hung a vaporous mist that shone faintly in the lamplight.

“There is the next rune,” I said, seeing the image of an upside-down figure etched into the stone on the far side of the pool. A long slab of stone lay below it, where another bird skull gleamed in the dim light. “Will was here. He left us another candle holder.”

“I can’t believe he anticipated our coming here,” Lucy said, her voice full of horror. “He must have known he would never return alive from the war.”

“We must stay focused, or everything will have been in vain. This looks like a Roman altar,” I said, examining the skilfully carved decorations. “It’s hard to believe offerings were made here almost two thousand years ago.” I took the candles from my rucksack and carefully identified the one that Will had made specifically for this desolate and lonely place. That he had planned such a mission while he stood in the mouth of hell in the trenches of northern France and entrusted me to carry out his orders, filled my heart with renewed grief for the loss of my friend.

“Is this where I must perform the ceremony of the seer?” Lucy pulled her cloak tightly around her.

“Yes, this must be the sacred pool. You will have to carry the candle across the water and place it on the altar. It cannot be reached from here.”

“I hear something,” Lucy whispered. “Are we alone?”

“For the moment,” I said grimly, turning to look at the mouth of the tunnel we had come from. “But by midnight who knows what manner of strange shadows may emerge from this dark water.”

“Must I fully submerge myself for a whole minute?” Lucy asked, clutching my arm.

“I wish I could do it instead of you,” I said. The water looked bottomless. I was glad Lucy could not see it.

“The Romans worshipped Death here?” she asked.

“They cast offerings into the water. Jewels. Coins. Flowers. Perhaps even bound animals.”

Lucy leant out over the water’s edge, staring blindly down, fascinated by what her other senses were telling her.

“It certainly looks deep enough to swim in,” I muttered.

Lucy shuddered. “Albie knew the same fate,” she said quietly, a tear falling from her cheek. It fell into the water, disturbing the opaque surface of the pool. A sudden rush of cold air flowed down the tunnel and whirled about us, and I pulled Lucy back away from the edge. “What was that?” she asked.

“Probably just the wind finding its way into the tunnels,” I said. “But a dark power haunts this place. The Romans knew it, and they tried to appease it.”

“This is the home of lost souls.” Lucy sighed.

“It’s not hard to understand how such a belief began. There is a brooding presence here, beneath the rocks, beneath the lake. You feel it?”

“I feel the weight of the darkness. It is as heavy as the cloak upon my skin.” As she spoke, Lucy quickly knelt down and put her hand into the pool, the black water closing over her hand like velvet. “Oh!” she cried out. “It is so cold – colder than ice!”

“We must be quick,” I urged, glancing at my watch. “It is almost sunset.”

“You will not leave me?” Lucy asked, removing the cloak and laying it aside. She stood in the lamplight by the black water of the pool, her skin covered by a thin white nightgown. She shivered.

“Once you are in the water you must completely submerge yourself – an immersion of your living soul into the lifeless water of the pool. It is a strange baptism, indeed. I fear its consequences. There is something unholy and arcane in this.”

“I do this willingly, for Will, and for Albie.” She breathed deeply, her eyes seeming to see beyond the limestone walls that surrounded us. “I shall open my eyes beneath the water and see into the darkness where the dead reside, beckoning them home to us tonight!”

Above us, a shaft of red light appeared, guided through some unseen fissure in the rock, carved out in ancient times, its purpose to channel the dying light of the solstice sun as it set on the darkest evening of the year.

“It’s impossible!” I cried, astounded by the presence of light so far below the earth. “The dying sun is flooding the chamber. We are bathed in fiery light!”

“The elements of the pagan world are here!” Lucy looked like a sorceress in her silk gown, which now glowed with red and orange light. Her blind eyes fixed upon the ethereal light, her beauty magnified to a degree that belonged to the guardians of Heaven, as much as any mortal woman.

“The setting sun has turned the water red,” I said, mesmerised by the strange quality of the light. “It is time.”

Lucy nodded, then drew my hand to her face. Her lips trembled.

“I am not afraid,” she whispered. “God will forgive us.”

“I am with you.” I gently kissed her lips, which were as scarlet as fresh blood. I lit the candle and handed it to her, where the flame trembled as her fingers shook.

Lucy raised her chin defiantly, as though warding off doubt, then slipping the nightgown from her shoulders, she stepped calmly into the gleaming vermilion-coloured water of the pool.

“Cold!” Lucy gasped. “It’s so cold I cannot breathe!”

“Place the candle on the altar first!” I urged, watching in fascination as the water closed about her ankles.

“There are steps, leading downwards. I can follow them.” With chattering teeth and shaking limbs, Lucy descended into the water until it covered her knees, then her hips, then her shoulders.

She drew near to the altar and groped with her fingers to find the animal skull to hold it.

“I have it!” Lucy cried. “Now let me set the candle within it. I feel the heat from the flame upon my skin.”

The eye sockets of the skull turned blood red as the candlelight shone through them. The flame flashed with streaks of green and blue as impurities, previously trapped in the solid wax, were fed into the flame burning hungrily upon the wick. The effect of the glowing skull and the angry flame burning in the dark was both eerie and mysterious. It did not take much effort of the imagination to picture Roman occupiers standing by our side, burning their ritual offerings to the gods of the underworld, their pagan superstitions linked deliberately to the phases of the sun, the moon and the stars.

“Well done, Lucy! Now you must submerge yourself below the water. Repeat the Lord’s Prayer to yourself,” I urged. “It takes one minute to say. Then you will know how long you have been under water for.”

“Forgive us our trespasses…” she murmured, her voice husky from the ice-cold water that seethed about her lithe figure, “as we forgive those who trespass against us…”

Then she shrieked, her scream piercing the silence, her eyes wide with terror.

“Something touched me!” she cried. “I felt it moving! It brushed against my foot!”

“There may be weeds growing in the depths,” I said, hoping to calm her, despite the alarm which gripped my own heart. “You must immerse your head completely.”

I leant as far out over the pool as I dared. Below me, Lucy’s chin bobbed upon the surface of the blood-red water.

“But deliver us from evil, for Thine is the Kingdom, the Power and the Glory…” Lucy chanted, then her head vanished, leaving only bubbles where her hair had been a moment before.

I held my breath, uncertain what to do. She seemed to be gone for an age. I glanced anxiously up at the hole in the ceiling where the dying light of the winter sun was ebbing away, its colour fading to violet.

The pool resumed its sinister black appearance, its surface as thick and greasy as oil. There was nothing to suggest Lucy had disturbed it. No tremor. No movement. No life.

“Lucy?” I reached my hand out towards the water. “Can you hear me?”

There was nothing but the echo of my voice, fading into obscurity. I prepared to plunge my arm into the water, to throw myself in head first if necessary to find her.

Suddenly a white hand shot out of the water, grasping my wrist with sharp nails, almost dragging me forwards into the pool. I rocked backwards, heaving with all my strength, and a bare, cadaverous arm followed, then the crown of a head broke the surface, before all at once Lucy was staggering back up the steps, her long hair matted around her throat, her eyes staring wildly, her chest heaving as she gulped for air.

Hauling her away from the water, we both fell backwards upon the floor, the lamp rolling away, extinguishing its flame, leaving only the candle to light the mystical chamber.

“There are others down there,” Lucy gasped, her breath coming in ragged coughs. “I felt them. I saw them!”

“You must get dry,” I said. “Use your gown to dry yourself before you put the cloak back on.”

I turned away to give her privacy, while Lucy rubbed the droplets of water from her hair and skin, then flung the dripping gown to the floor and wrapped herself in the warm cloak.

“We must hurry,” I said. “The sun has set. This is no place for the living. We belong to the light.”

“What have we awoken?” Lucy asked, trembling from cold and fear. Her lips were lined with blue and the white pallor of her skin looked deathly in the half-light.

“If Reverend Streatfield is right, then this pool is a looking glass that reflects the world of the living upon the world of the dead. As we stare into the depths of the dark water, lost souls may be staring up at us.”

“They are watching and waiting.” Lucy rubbed her hands against her cloak, keen to rid her skin of the wetness that seemed to cling to it. “They tried to pull me down, to join them in the deep darkness. Who are they? What are they?” Hysteria threatened to overwhelm her. I held her close to me, trying to warm her body with my own.

“Nothing but forgotten ghosts, perhaps,” I said. “The Romans left over 1500 years ago. Whatever gods they believed in must be long gone by now: their followers dead, their rites and ceremonies dismissed.”

“But Will resurrected them,” Lucy said. “That was what he was doing down here. That is why he lit the candles. He was testing the power of the old ways, to see if the pathway to the underworld could still be opened.”

“He must have discovered ancient secrets in the library; found the ancient sayings. Widdershins. Such words were passed from the Neolithic tribes to the Roman invaders, then whispered behind the backs of the Vikings and the Saxon kingdoms. Even the Norman conquest could not eradicate the old beliefs, the folk tales and legends that were kept by the local families of Ashdown Forest. It was your ancestor, Edgar, who wrote it all down. They say he was mad, but perhaps he simply refused to accept that the old ways were dead.”

“Reverend Streatfield once told me that Edgar would have known the necromancer John Dee.” Lucy rubbed her head against my shoulder. A smell of stagnant, brackish water rose from her hair.

“John Dee was supposedly a sorcerer,” I said. “He and Edgar would have been contemporaries. Perhaps they stood in this very chamber and practised black magic. They may have drawn pentagrams upon the floor here and tried to summon the spirits of the dead.”

“Will knew all of the old secrets of these tunnels,” Lucy said. “If anyone could unlock the hidden mysteries of this pool, he could.”

“We have one more rune to find in these tunnels,” I said. “Let’s find it quickly, then get you back to Hern Hall. Your skin is as cold as ice.”

We hurried into the tunnel that climbed up towards the surface. Lucy led the way, whilst I stumbled behind in the dark, holding the hem of her cloak to guide me, listening over my shoulder to the sinister silence that closed about us. More than once I seemed to hear a sinister whispering chasing us through the darkness. I understood how Theseus must have felt in the gloomy labyrinth, hunted by the bellowing of the chimerical half bull, half man.

The sound of falling water filled the tunnel as we emerged into a cave, where the sharp coldness of the night air flowed over us, chilling us to the bone. Icicles gleamed in the rays of the moonlight that filtered through the mouth of the cavern, the dripping water reflecting the light like broken shards of glass.

“It’s the grotto,” Lucy said. “I know this tunnel, but I never suspected it went down so far.”

“This is where I first met you,” I said. “I thought you were a phantom.”

“I’m as cold as one now. Wait – I feel something! There are grooves in the wall here. It feels like the third rune.”

I placed my hand where Lucy held hers and felt three parallel lines that matched the markings on one of the candles.

“You’re right. This must be the site for the third candle.” I struck a match and used its flickering light to locate the candle in my satchel. Lighting it, I found a round hole in a recess that had been hollowed out of the stone wall. “It fits perfectly.”

The candle burned brightly in the fresh air that flowed through the damp cave. The tunnel mouth now glowed with a warm amber light, contrasting the cold blue moonlight beyond. We seemed to stand at the junction of elemental forces: fire and water, light and dark, earth and air.

“These candles will guide Will’s spirit through the darkness,” Lucy said, reaching out her hand and touching the cascade of dripping water that barred our passage. “Their light will be the thread that he follows through the labyrinth, leading him back to those who love him.”

“We still need to find the place for the remaining candles,” I said. “Reverend Streatfield spoke of a portal. A circle of light, where the living and the dead may stand in contemplation of one another, however briefly. We must light them by midnight. Time is running out.”

“Then let us be free of this place,” Lucy said, seizing my hand. We hurried from the grotto and stood upon the snowy lawn, bathed in the early moonlight that broke between the clouds. A biting wind swept over the treetops, and Lucy’s teeth chattered as she clung to my side.

Snowflakes swirled in the night air, and a layer of deep snow covered the ground. We looked back at the grotto and saw a golden halo of light floating in the darkness.

“The candles are burning brightly,” I said triumphantly, relieved to be out of the claustrophobic tunnels and the brooding shadows that lurked there.

“Where should we look next?” Lucy asked, her breath rising steam as she spoke.

“First, we must get you dry,” I replied, gently pushing a strand of wet hair from her face. “In the trenches we learnt that wet clothes and cold weather posed more of a danger to life than German bullets. Once you are warm and have had some food and hot tea, then we can decide on our next move. We still have a few hours until midnight.”

“What if the candles we have lit go out before then?” Lucy asked.

“Then they will have done their job,” I said. “The lost souls wandering beneath the earth will be moving towards the lights we have left. Even now they may be rising from the dark waters of the pool, far below the lake. If Will’s spirit is searching for a way home, he won’t be alone. Thousands of men were lost in the war, their bodies never recovered, no crosses mark their graves. If we are standing on a gateway between the living and the dead, then many who are lost may seek their homes on a night such as this, when the winter solstice draws them forth from the dark vault of death.”

“How will we know when Will is here?” Lucy looked around uneasily.

“There will be a sign or a signal, I’m certain of it,” I said.

“I shall listen by the window – my hearing is better than yours. I may hear something that you cannot.”

“First, though, we must get you warm. Icicles are forming on your eyelashes.”

“I’m frozen, it’s true. But I also feel more alive than I ever have before.”

“I feel the same,” I said, tracing the course of her scar with my finger. “The last few days spent with you have been the brightest and happiest of my entire life, Lucy. Standing beside you, here in the snow and the moonlight, it’s like a dream. After all that I’ve been through… I can scarcely believe you are real.”

She raised her face to mine, her lips trembling with cold as we kissed.

“Whatever happens tonight,” I whispered, “I plan to marry you, Lucy Chiddingstone.”

“You are the companion I prayed for,” Lucy whispered back. “God sent you to me.”

We kissed again, the snow settling on our hair and shoulders, our love burning brighter than any candle.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


The clock on the mantelpiece ticked on with unwavering regularity as I paced up and down. It was eight thirty.

Three and a half hours until midnight.

I had taken a bath in the hottest water that my numb limbs would tolerate and now I felt rejuvenated, my skin flushed with the warm blood that pulsed through my veins. I had dressed in a clean shirt and a dinner jacket. Glancing at myself in a mirror, I was surprised by my reflection. Although my face was still gaunt, my expression was no longer weary, my eyes were no longer haunted by doubt. For the first time since Will’s death, I saw light once again glimmering deep within my soul; it was my old self, the hopeful young man I had been before the war obliterated my faith.

Lucy had woken the spirit within me.

From the attic window I looked outside; snow fell steadily, driven by the swirling wind. The moon showed only as a dim orb in the black vault of the sky, a prisoner caged by walls of thick cloud, which the wind whipped mercilessly westward. The lake and the grounds were entirely covered by snow and shadow.

Opening the window, I narrowed my eyes against the wind and stared hard in the direction of the grotto, praying that the candle still burned brightly there. I raised a hand to shield my eyes from the snow that was flung against my face. A sudden flash of lightning lit up the world below me. A bolt of brilliant jagged light zigzagged from the clouds, striking one of the great oak trees close to the gate, sending fragments of burning branches across the lawn.

In that split second, I saw something that caused my heart to skip wildly in my chest. As the world plunged once more into darkness, my eyes were seared with the image I had seen, blotches of fading light playing over and over before me, like a photographic plate receiving an image from a camera’s shutter.

Dark silhouettes in the snow.

Dozens of them.

Silent figures, standing as motionless as statues.

Watching the house.

Slowly, deliberately, I closed the window and drew the curtains. My mind danced away from the image of the grim spectres on the lawn, my conscious mind unwilling to accept that which belonged to the realm of madness and nightmare. My gaze drifted to the fire that blazed in the hearth, its constant flicker and movement a reassuring counterbalance to the stillness of the darkness outside. We are creatures of the light, those of us who dwell in the land of the living. I felt the truth of that now, more than ever.

A knock came at the door.

“Come in!” I called. Danby stepped into the room, his butler’s eye taking in the drawn curtains and the brooding look upon my face.

“A wild night, sir,” he said, seeming to take the measure of things, as though he were well used to sights that were strange or inexplicable. “Dinner will be served shortly.”

“Wild indeed,” I replied. “Lucy and I were caught out by the suddenness of the snow.”

“I noticed that her cloak was very wet,” he said, crossing to the curtains, which he rearranged in a smarter fashion than I had managed in my haste. As he parted them, another flash of lightning lit up the sky outside. I studied Danby’s face as he glanced out into the garden. If he saw anything unusual, he gave no sign. He only pulled the curtain smartly across and used his foot to brush some lingering snowflakes from the carpet. “It’s the winter solstice tonight, and there’s always a storm that blows. It’s a local legend. As far back as anyone can remember the weather turns wild and the snow always falls upon the solstice.”

“That’s quite extraordinary,” I said, wondering if there was a special significance in his remark.

“Oh yes, it happens the same every year. There’ll be damage to the park tomorrow. Trees torn down. Statues toppled. That sort of thing.”

“I think I saw lightning strike a tree beyond the lake just now,” I said, looking steadily at him.

“Very likely, all the worst winter storms seem to concentrate on Hern Hall for this one night of the year.”

Danby regarded me with an open, honest face, as though what he said had little consequence beyond the humble nature of commonplace pleasantries.

“The solstice night was when young Albie drowned?” I asked.

“It was, sir. A very sad anniversary indeed. My master will need some company tonight, and no mistake.”

“I shall do my best,” I said. “I have something to ask him that I hope may bring some measure of happiness to both him and Lady Chiddingstone.”

“Indeed, sir?” Danby raised his heels off the floor and nodded with pleasure. “That is good news! There hasn’t been much of that around here for a long time. Good news, indeed!”

“Has Lucy gone down to dinner yet?”

“She was just going past me on the stairs as I came up to you. She was in a peculiar hurry. Did you leave something in the church this afternoon that she might have forgotten?”

“No. Why would you say that?”

“I asked her where she was going at such a speed, and she said she’d heard the bells. What bells are they? I asked, thinking she must mean the church bells. Sometimes they have carols at evensong near Christmas and I thought they might be ringing the bells to summon the parish, you know.”

Something cold and hard had become lodged in my throat as Danby rambled on. I struggled to swallow, the room seeming to lurch beneath my feet.

“She was going outside?” I almost choked upon the words. “Into the storm?”

“That’s what she said, sir. She said would I pass on the message to you once you had come down for dinner.” Danby lowered his voice conspiratorially. “She had that look about her that I dare not remonstrate with. She has always known her own mind has Miss Lucy.”

“But the snow, Danby!” I said, incredulously. “She can’t be out in such a storm!”

“Miss Lucy won’t be told where and when she can and can’t go out, sir, I assure you of that.”

“She is out there now, then?” I turned towards the window, half-paralysed with a fearful presentiment of danger.

“I suppose she is – unless she has come back whilst we’ve been talking.”

I ran my hand through my hair distractedly, trying to focus, trying to think where she might be headed. “The bells she mentioned to you, Danby, did she say anything more?”

“Why, that was the strangest part of it, sir. She said to tell you it was a message she had heard; a message in the bells.”

“What message? From whom? Did she say?”

“No, she didn’t say anything more than what I’ve told you, other than she recognised the tune.”

I stared dumbly at Danby for a moment, then suddenly dashed past him, taking the stairs two at a time as I raced down to the ground floor.

As I plunged headlong into the chaos of the storm, sheets of lightning flashed like artillery fire, and the rumbling of angry thunder echoed through the night. The snow and the wind had formed a blizzard. The features of the garden were lost amidst the tumult of moving white flakes which the bitter wind drove against me as though determined I should be smothered before I had taken a dozen steps. I held my arm over my face to shield my eyes from the stinging cold. Somewhere Lucy was out here, alone.

There was a faint disturbance in the snow covering the lawn. I followed, praying they were the remains of Lucy’s tracks, which, even as I watched, were being erased by the falling snow, which now lay a foot deep.

I struggled onwards, shouting Lucy’s name, but was unable to hear even my own voice over the howling of the wind. A shuddering boom like a mortar shell exploded over the garden as a vivid bolt of lightning struck an oak tree, sending splinters of wood into the whirling maelstrom. A great rolling wave of noise rocked over the lawn, smashing against the house as though it were a cliff on the shore of a wild sea. Instinctively I threw myself forward, burying my face in the deep snow.

I scrambled back to my feet, thinking only of Lucy and how the storm must sound to her with all her heightened senses. As the flickering lightning vanished into the dark, I caught sight of a small figure crouching close to where I stood, no more than a few feet away.

It was the child.

He stared at me with round, pale eyes. His shoulder-length hair did not stir in the fierce wind. He wore a loose white gown, and his skin was the same blank colour as the snow. He seemed to be smiling, as though delighted to see me covered in snow, clumsily trying to stand upright. In the darkness that now rushed over everything, a deeper, bolder darkness since the radiance of the lightning, I heard snatches of laughter amidst the echoes of thunder.

I groped my way to where the child had been crouching, but the snow there lay smoothly in an unbroken sheet.

“Lead me to her!” I yelled, twisting my body around, staring wildly through the blizzard. “Albie? I know you are here! Where can I find Lucy? She is in great danger. Lead me to her. Lead me to your sister!”

Again, as faint and indistinct as the cries of a night bird, the sound of a child’s laughter carried to me on the wind, an eerie, unearthly sound, especially on a night of such extreme and pitiless weather.

“Wait! Albie!” I yelled, stumbling blindly forwards, following as best as I could the direction of the snatches of sound that I heard. “I cannot keep up!”

After only a few steps into the darkness, something sharp dug into my thigh. Cursing, I reached out my hand, feeling the smooth coldness of the wire I had stumbled against. Lucy’s wire! Faintly, the child’s laughter reached me once more. Keeping hold of the wire, I hurried onwards, feeling at last that I was on the right track.

The wire guided me beneath an archway and into the secluded garden where Albie’s monument stood amongst the beds of roses. There, in the swirling snow, I saw Lucy standing alone, her face turned towards the bell that hung there. She seemed to be listening – or waiting.

“Lucy!” I shouted. “We must go inside!”

“I heard the bell!” she replied. “From the house, I heard the bell. It was Will’s signal. He called to me! He was summoning me!”

“You can’t have heard anything from the house,” I said, closing the space between us to a few feet. “The storm is too loud.”

“Will is here!” she said. “I know he is! We must wait for him. Till midnight!”

“We will be frozen by midnight,” I protested, taking her hand, trying to lead her back to the safety of Hern Hall. “There is nothing here.”

“But I heard the bell,” Lucy persisted, unwilling to leave.

“Whatever you heard was not Will,” I said. “He would not want you to venture out here like this. The lightning is getting closer. We must go back.”

“I won’t give up on him! He never gave up on me! Leave me here. I will wait for him alone.” So saying, she slipped her fingers from my frozen hand and grasped the metal wire before her with both hands, tethering herself to the ground like a kite, her hair streaming wildly behind her in the wind.

As she spoke, a shadow rose against the snow-covered hedge at the border of the garden. It was a tall, crooked shape, as black as the night in which it stood, with the gleam of a long beak hanging from the centre of its face. White eyes stared blindly, seeming to mock the world that it could not see. I blinked the snow from my eyes and looked again, seeing nothing but a vague confusion of darkness and shadows.

Then I understood the danger that we faced.

“Lucy!” I cried in sudden alarm, stretching out my hand towards her. “Lucy, let go of the wire! It’s hunting us, here in the darkness! The sentinel is here!”

Lucy tilted her head as the words I had spoken were snatched away by the wind. I saw her brow furrow as she tried to piece together the disconnected syllables.

Her mouth was shaping a reply when lightning crashed down upon us.

The bolt of lightning struck the bell, instantly turning the metal into a bright-red ball of flame, then surged down the wire like an electric snake, sinking its fangs hard into Lucy’s hands, streaking up her body, igniting the clothes on her back. Her skin seemed to pulse with light as the power of the storm channelled through her. For a moment she was lifted into the air, every fibre of her delicate body glowing with radiance like an angel sent from Heaven. Then she was hurled backwards, thrown across the snow-covered lawn by the elemental power of nature.

I was knocked backwards by a tremendous force, spinning me around, before slamming me to the ground, as it raced past through the wire, which glowed in alternating pulses of blue, red and violet, steam rising and hissing as snowflakes fell against it. My eyes burned from the intensity of the light. My ears rang from the raging thunderclap that fell upon us like a giant’s hammer upon an anvil.

Time shuddered to a stop.

I lay in the mud, my body twisted at a strange and sickening angle. Fire and smoke swept over no man’s land. The echo of the grenade blast still ringing in my ears. Blood gushed from the back of my head. My mind reeled. Will was gone. Captain Chiddingstone was no more.

A cold hand tentatively touched my burning brow, the fingers trembling. A child’s voice whispered in my ear, “Help her! Help her! She needs you! Help her!”

In my confusion I felt the stir of icy breath against my neck. I struggled to rise from the blackness of my stupor. My eyelids felt as heavy as lead. Snow was falling lightly upon my face as I stared up into the darkness. My eyes still saw false flashes of the lightning. An incessant ringing filled my ears. I rolled onto my hands and knees and staggered to my feet.

The bell that Lucy had been standing next to had melted in the intensity of the blast. The wire still glowed dull red in the darkness. I turned and saw Lucy; she lay unmoving upon the snow, her face towards me, her eyes closed as though in deepest sleep. I lunged towards her, the fear that death had taken her whilst I had lain only a few metres away piercing my heart.

“Lucy!” I called. “Stay with me! Don’t leave me now!” I felt clumsily for a pulse in her neck, as I had done to the wounded soldiers in the trenches. A faint throb of life still lingered within. She was breathing, that much I could see. Short, shallow breaths that threatened to stop at any moment. I lifted her limp body from the ground and held her against my chest, stumbling back towards Hern Hall, praying it was not too late to save her.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


The house seemed to recede before us. I waded through drifting snow which the wind had banked up against the hedges. Lucy murmured incoherently in my arms, her head tilted back, revealing the whites of her eyes beneath closed lids. I struggled onwards, the wind furiously opposing my every step.

Another flash of lightning streaked downwards, striking the dovecote, setting fire to its wooden frame. It blazed up in an instant, like a beacon lit to warn the country of a terrible threat, the fierce wind whipping the flames into great tongues of red and orange and yellow. From the dovecote itself emerged the bewildered birds, their white wings burnished copper by the light of the flames, some escaping into the storm, others caught by the flames, sending them crashing to the snow like angels expelled from heaven, their smouldering remains littering the ground.

Reaching Hern Hall, I yanked the door-chain. In the soft light cast by the lamps, Lucy’s face looked as smooth as porcelain, as though I held a limp doll in my arms, devoid of life.

“Live, Lucy!” I whispered fervently. “Live for me! Dear God, let her live!” I kissed her forehead, my lips brushing against the raised scar tissue. She had already suffered enough. Fate had been cruel to this daughter of an ancient line; the Chiddingstone curse lay heavily upon her as it did over all the innocent offspring of the ill-fated house.

Lucy murmured incoherently, her eyes moving slowly beneath her closed lids, as though she still fought against the darkness that for so many years had engulfed her. Now she had been riven with light; her body becoming a conduit for the vast electrical energy of the heavens which had streamed through her like a celestial revelation. I prayed that such a force of light would not permanently harm the woman cradled in my arms.

With mounting impatience, I tugged at the chain again, rattling it and kicking the door with my boot. A figure appeared from the darkness of the driveway and glided to a halt beside me. Covered in a ghostly rime of snow and ice, Reverend Streatfield emerged from the swirling blizzard just as the great, carved doors swung open, where Danby looked out in fearful consternation at the sight of Lucy lying prostrate in my arms.

“My God, what has happened to Miss Lucy?” he cried, coming forward and helping me to support her as we carried her into the warmth and calm of the main hall.

“Struck by lightning,” I gasped. “She was holding the metal wire. She needs a doctor.”

“The telephone lines are down,” Reverend Streatfield warned. “The storm is wreaking havoc. Half a dozen trees have fallen. The lane to the village is blocked by fallen trees.”

“I’ll take the old path to the village,” Danby said hurriedly. “It avoids the lane. Doctor Green will be at his surgery. It’s the quickest way to reach him.”

“No, Danby. I shall go!”

All eyes turned to look at this new speaker. It was Lord Chiddingstone, his eyes shining brightly from the effects of the brandy he had been drinking. “None of you can travel as fast as I can upon my horse. Magpie can easily jump a fallen tree-trunk, and she can carry the doctor with me when I return.”

“But the storm, sir, it’s too dangerous for you to ride Magpie. What if she gets spooked by the thunder.”

“I shall be riding too fast for her to hear it,” Lord Chiddingstone said gravely. “My daughter’s life hangs in the balance. No man shall stir abroad whilst I have the strength to go.”

“And what of Lady Chiddingstone?” Danby asked.

“Once Lucy is settled in her room you may inform Lady Chiddingstone that her last remaining child lies at the brink of death and needs her mother by her side. I will return within the hour. Mr Elliot, I owe you a debt of thanks for bringing her to me. Whatever private demons of conscience pursued you here from the trenches, you need fear them no longer: you have done your duty by my daughter. I shall not forget it.”

Lord Chiddingstone bowed stiffly, then bent to where Lucy’s face lay white as a lily amongst the dark tresses of her hair. He whispered words of endearment and a moving prayer for her well-being, then strode towards the rear of the house, where the stables housed the few horses that had not been requisitioned during the war.

“Come,” said Reverend Streatfield, “we must get Lucy to her room. The doctor will be here presently, and we must make sure that Lucy is as comfortable as possible in that time.”

Danby helped me to carry Lucy up the curving staircase to the first floor, where we turned into a corridor I had previously never visited. A great statue of Diana, the huntress, stood in an alcove, her bow drawn, a look of keen determination on her face.

“May the gods of old and the God of Heaven hear our prayers tonight,” I murmured as we passed by.

Danby opened a door, and we carried Lucy into her room, where a ladies’ maid looked up in surprise. She had been laying out Lucy’s nightdress, and arranging various articles such as hairbrushes, perfume sprays and other objects I was not wholly familiar with. The air in the room was filled with the scent of jasmine and rosewood. The furniture was elegant and feminine, in a much more modern style than the other rooms at Hern Hall.

“What has happened to Miss Lucy?” the maid cried, raising her hands to her mouth in alarm.

“An accident,” I spoke rapidly, “she was struck by lightning. Lord Chiddingstone has gone to fetch the doctor. We must make her comfortable. Her clothes are soaking wet from the snow. She may have burns on her skin. What do you need? What can we do to help?”

“Please, sir, carry her to the bed,” the maid said, composing herself immediately and showing a courage that the goddess Diana, facing a stag in the ancient forests, would have admired. “I will send for another maid. Together we will see to her clothes and make sure she is dry and warm before the doctor arrives.”

“I’ll speak to the housekeeper,” Danby said as we lay Lucy gently down on the soft blanket that covered the bed. “I’ll make sure there is plenty of hot water and extra coal ready for the fire.”

“I’ll wait in the library,” I said, turning to the maid. “If you need anything, no matter how small or trivial it may seem, please ask it of me. I cannot rest until she is well.”

The maid curtseyed.

“Let us away,” Reverend Streatfield said, placing his hand on my arm and guiding me to the door. “Lucy is a survivor. She has more fight in her than anyone imagines. Do not be afraid.”

Pausing in the doorway I looked back at where Lucy lay, her eyes closed, the scar on her temple seeming more visible, more scarlet in hue than ever before. Perhaps it was simply a trick of the light, or perhaps the surging power of the lightning as it passed through her thin frame had caused the scar tissue to pulse with life once more, reviving what had lain dormant for so many years.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


In the library, Reverend Streatfield poured brandy into two tumblers and offered one to me. I swallowed the contents without tasting the liquor.

“Danby told me that the night of the winter solstice has a long record of severe weather in these parts,” I said.

“The Romans had a name for it; they called it brutto tempo.” Reverend Streatfield refilled my glass. “Which gets mistranslated as ‘bad weather’, but the original meaning was more sinister, more expressive of the intent that lurks in the centre of this particular storm. The correct translation is ‘evil weather’.”

“You believe the storm tonight is linked to the power of the winter solstice?” I asked.

“Nature must obey when darkness holds dominion over the world. The forces of darkness live in the howling storm, in the raging tempest, the tumult of the seas. It is no surprise that on such a night, when a black shroud covers the face of the earth, the demons of the abyss seek to escape eternal exile and roam abroad in our world.”

I looked up, sensing an unspoken meaning in his words. Lightning flashed beyond the windows, followed by a deep rumble of thunder.

“Did you see anything as you crossed the park?” I asked.

Reverend Streatfield paused for a beat and took a long swallow of brandy.

“I might say I saw the shadows of living men, standing silently in the moonlight, almost invisible amidst the fury of the blizzard. I might say that… on such a night as this.”

“I saw them earlier from my window.” I stepped closer to the fire. “They looked like the outlines of the fallen… the ones lost in no man’s land.”

“Did you place the candles in the tunnel?”

“We did. And we lit them. They are burning now, if nothing has extinguished them.”

“What did you find down there?” Reverend Streatfield raised his eyebrows expectantly.

“An altar, I think. And a dark pool where the waters of the lake collect. We found animal skulls to place the candles in.”

“The Roman temple of Dis.” Reverend Streatfield struck the palms of his hands together. “Below the lake, beneath the earth. That truly would have seemed to them an opening to the underworld. Will must have been experimenting with necromantic rituals before he went away.”

“Lucy and I discussed that her ancestor Edgar might have known John Dee. What precisely is necromancy?” I asked, frowning.

“The magic of the dead.” Reverend Streatfield’s eyes lit with an intense glow as he recalled the occult practices of the past. “Many have claimed to know how to communicate with the dead. The curiosity of the living to understand the nature of what lies beyond this world is a powerful force. Even the Bible speaks of strange creatures and wicked demons that lurk in the shadow world beyond God’s light.”

“The darkness in those tunnels is eerie… it seems almost to be alive.” I shuddered. “Will was braver than any man I’ve ever known.”

“He was a determined youth. There was nothing he was afraid of. The death of Albie stole his fear. He cared nothing for self-preservation. He was freed of mortal dread.”

“We lit three candles,” I said, walking to the window and staring out at the storm. “The first near to the crypt, in a place that I think was once a dwelling place. The runes began there.”

“Neolithic tribes may have used it, a thousand years before Christ was born.”

“The second was by the dark pool.”

“The Romans believed that water marked the gateway between life and death.”

“The water was as black and smooth as oil,” I said. “Lucy said it was as cold as the grave.”

“She touched it?” Reverend Streatfield exclaimed. “You should not have let her do that. It may have marked her as a trespasser. The ancient gods are vengeful. She may have aroused the ire of Dis.”

“She did more than touch it. She bathed in it and sank below its surface.”

“Then she has placed herself in a very dangerous position, as a living sacrifice.” Reverend Streatfield pressed his hands together in an expression of prayer.

“Is that why the lightning found her?” I wondered aloud.

“On one level it sounds preposterous, but we are dealing with powerful ancient beliefs that we naively assume have long since vanished from our world. Do I believe that the long-forgotten gods of ancient times may still reside in the shadows beneath our world, emerging on the darkest night of the year to terrorise the modern age?” He looked at me, his eyebrows angled like a tawny owl staring at its prey. “I say that I cannot be confident of its impossibility. I have lived near Hern Hall for too long, known too much tragedy strike one family, to dismiss the notion as mere hokum. There may well be something of ill intent that lurks in those tunnels, like a black spider hidden in the silk of its web. When it unfolds its fangs and scurries out into the night, it becomes a predator of the mortal world.”

“It is no spider.” I shook my head grimly. “It is a wretched, bird-like creature. A filthy, black-feathered bird, lean and lank-winged, long-beaked and pale-eyed.”

“The sentinel of the Chiddingstone legend…” Reverend Streatfield appeared thoughtful. “The brightest angel led the first rebellion against God’s sovereignty.”

“And was defeated and cast down,” I intoned, “bringing Death and Sin to the Earthly Paradise.”

“His wondrous feathers were scorched, his beauty mutilated.”

“And so he became Satan: the adversary of God.”

For a moment we looked at each other, the sound of the clock ticking in the shadows.

“We each have a choice,” Reverend Streatfield resumed. “To submit to mortality, to see nothing beyond our physical world, or we keep faith with the heavenly host, and trust that there is a world beyond our knowledge, full of golden light, warmth, joy and divine love.” Reverend Streatfield held out his hand; one side was bathed in the ruddy light of the fire, the other lay obscured in the shadows and darkness. Then he rotated his wrist, and the pattern was reversed. “Such is the choice we all have.”

“Do we live too much in fear of death?” I asked, struggling to ignore the thought of the bodies of young soldiers lying strewn across no man’s land, their brief lives extinguished by machine-gun bullets.

“Death is but another turning on the road that leads us to His love. To live in fear of death is to deny Jesus’s sacrifice for us. He has opened the gates of Heaven for us, should we choose to follow.”

“Those shadows on the lawn. What do they then seek?”

“They are the lost: blinded by the terrible violence of a senseless war; victims of a conflict that they neither started nor could individually resolve. Tonight, I will guide them through the storm and bring them unto Heaven.”

“You mean to speak to them?” I looked up at him sharply.

“I will walk amongst them, with the words of the Lord upon my lips. I have faith that they will follow. The Lord is my shepherd. My words shall be His.”

“Where will you lead them?” I asked, my eyes fixed upon him. He was gazing at the fire, the bloom of the brandy causing his face to glow with a look of ecstasy, like an aged saint in a Renaissance portrait.

“I will lead them to the church, where the ringing of the midnight bells will call them home. The prayers I offer to God will be their benediction, and the bells will act as heralds. They have suffered too long in the darkness alone. All may find peace tonight.”

As he spoke, a gust of wind drove a flurry of snow down the chimney that fell in a hissing cascade amongst the flames.

“And what of the shadow of death that lurks in those tunnels?”

“We will never be fully rid of such darkness unless we embrace the light. And that I leave up to you – and to Will. Have you solved the riddle of the remaining candles?”

“I think I have,” I replied. “The attic. I saw its window from the grotto. The attic holds the key.”

Reverend Streatfield nodded, a strange smile on his lips.

“It seems only right that we finish the story where it began, all those centuries ago. You must light the remaining candles–”

Before he could speak another word, a voice called to us from out of the darkness, a low, mocking voice, full of cruel laughter.

“If you light candles tonight, beware what you do! Corpse candles were made to guide the souls of the living into the dark abode of death. Their light opens the doorway to the other side!”


Chapter Forty


Madame Blanche stepped into the red glow of the firelight, her wrinkled face like a witch grinning over a bubbling cauldron. Instinctively I drew back from her, as a thrill of revulsion traced a cold finger down my spine.

Madame Blanche had evidently overheard our conversation. Her white hair shone with ruby light like a halo of infernal smoke.

Reverend Streatfield shook his head at her intrusion and pursed his lips, as though restraining himself from chastising the eccentric old woman who had hidden herself in the darkness during our conversation.

“Corpse candles?” I frowned. “I’ve never heard of such things.”

“Because you have been born into a world of rational thought,” she sneered, her voice grating like a rusty hinge. “You live in a world of technology and scientific advancement. Imagine you had been born in the Dark Ages, in the midst of plagues and famine, of sorcery and devil worship.” She paused and looked at both of us, a sly smile spreading across her face. “Imagine a time when disease and corruption stalked the land, when half of all children born died before they reached adulthood.

“Death lurked at the edges of the infant’s world. The black shadow that waited in the corner: hungry, greedy, insatiable. They learned to draw closer to the firelight, to let some other child sleep at the edge of the bed whilst they slept in the middle, hoping that the devils under the bed would snatch them first. They were taught never to go out in the winter rain, lest Death sucked the breath from their lips, stealing the light from their eyes. Such was the medieval world. Such was the world in which this ancient house was built.”

As she spoke, a low moan rose from the chimney, causing all of us to glance at the fire that flickered in the grate.

“The storm is gathering strength,” I whispered to Reverend Streatfield.

“The house will be entirely cut off from the village before long.” Reverend Streatfield looked out at the snow, which fell thickly beyond the window. “The midnight hour approaches.”

“Will Lord Chiddingstone be able to return with the doctor?” I asked, anxiously glancing at the clock.

“There is no better horseman in Sussex. He will not fail his only daughter.”

“What are these corpse candles you speak of?” I turned back to Madame Blanche. “Since you claim to know so much.”

“Lord Chiddingstone told you of the family legend?” the old woman enquired, tilting her head to one side as she spoke.

I nodded.

“Do you remember what you learnt about the night of poor Anne’s death?”

I shook my head, my mind full of concern for Lucy and the desire to honour my debt to Will.

“Think harder, if you wish to learn,” she mocked.

I glared at her angrily, but recalled the words of the Chiddingstone legend more carefully. I remembered the tale of Anne’s sad death, and of the children she held close to her as she lay dying in her bed. The memory came alive before me.

“The legend tells that Edgar had stayed with her body all night,” I murmured. “That he had performed some sort of vigil.”

“And what about the candles?”

“Candles?” I searched my memory. “The candles stayed lit all night. In her room.”

“Where in her room?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said, baffled.

“Then that is as far as the legend can take you. I suggest you reflect on the details you have missed, rather than chasing shadows around the garden.” She smiled, her face wrinkling.

“Why won’t you just tell me?” I asked angrily. “What can it matter to you? You have profited enough by your time in this house.”

“I know enough to understand what you think of me, Chaplain. I have spent my whole life being ridiculed and despised by ‘good’ men such as yourself and the sanctimonious Reverend here. Are you really so certain that my powers are fake, after all that has happened here tonight? Can you deny that you have been working against me, seeking to have me thrown out of this house like a criminal? It is blind and blinkered men like you that have persecuted and humiliated those of the spiritualist cause for hundreds of years. I would not help you for all the gold in your Christendom.”

I bit my lip, determined to keep my composure.

“Then you prove yourself to be no friend to the Chiddingstone family,” I said quietly. “I would advise you against being found here in the morning. When Lord Chiddingstone hears that you have refused to help us, he will banish you from Hern Hall forever. And good riddance.”

“I leave in the morning anyhow,” she replied, turning her back and abruptly shuffling towards the door. “Christmas is a busy time for mediums. So many grieving families, so many desperate mothers who crave contact with lost sons, and yet so many church pews are empty… Think on that, learned gentlemen: which of us is obsolete? Who serves a dying faith?” Her mocking laughter echoed about the room as she vanished into the hallway.

“May that be the last we see of her,” I said bitterly. “She is no better than a ghoul.”

“Perhaps we had better hope that she is no worse than a ghoul,” Reverend Streatfield observed. “Ghouls we can dismiss as fantasy. The cynicism of the modern world, we cannot.”

Returning to the hall, we found Danby standing by the front door, which was partway open, his round, bald head poking out into the winter night. Flurries of snow fell around him, settling on his thick shoulders, while gusts of icy air snaked into the heart of Hern Hall.

“Close the door, my good man!” Reverend Streatfield urged. “The night is wild; we shall all be frozen where we stand if that door remains open.”

“I shan’t leave my post.” Danby shook his head and glanced over his shoulder at us. “Not when my master is out in this…” he searched for a word to adequately express his opinion of the storm, “evil weather! That’s what it is. It seems determined to swallow my master up, or bring a tree down upon his head, or drown him in the lake, just like it did to poor Master Albie, on this very night all those years ago.”

“Brutto tempo,” Reverend Streatfield muttered to me, drawing me back so that Danby could no longer hear. “The armies of the night are marching. We must be prepared to meet them at midnight.”

“I will be ready,” I said grimly, “when I have solved the riddle of the candles.”

“Madame Blanche has rattled you. She may very well know nothing at all. She spends her life peddling half-truths to gain the trust of her victims. She exploits those who are grieving for her own financial gain. Don’t allow her greed to blind you to the true nature of honest friendship and loyalty. Will sent you here to Hern Hall because he had absolute faith in you. He saw the strength of character that you possess, how you were willing to risk your life day after day, night after night, to help those who were lost.”

As he spoke, the grandfather clock by the stairs began to toll the hour. I looked at the dial, where the hands were almost vertical.

“Eleven o’clock! Only one hour until the solstice!” My heart sank; the trial ahead was filled with obscurity.

“Nothing is impossible whilst we still have faith.” Reverend Streatfield laid his hand upon my arm. “I believe in you, as does Lucy. Will’s spirit is travelling through the darkness of endless night on his quest to return home. The obstacles and horrors he must have endured can scarcely be conceived of, but his journey is near its end. The candles will guide him safely back.”

“But only if I can find where they must be placed!” I took from my pocket the remaining candles and held them out to Reverend Streatfield. In the shadows cast by the light of the chandelier they seemed duller and darker than before, as though they were sticks of inert clay, incapable of ever producing golden light. “Perhaps you should take them. What if I fail him tonight as I failed him in the trenches? I should have stayed to fight. I had nothing to live for; he had all this!”

I gestured about me at the walls and staircases of Hern Hall, which spoke of a family line that had endured for generation after generation.

Reverend Streatfield touched my head and whispered a blessing over me that I knew well; I had recited it many times in the trenches over the faces of the dying.

“Be at peace, gentle pilgrim. Your trials are at an end. God forgives you. Heaven awaits you.”

He looked at me solemnly as he removed his hand. “You must learn to accept that you have done no wrong. God’s love awaits you when you truly forgive yourself.”

I felt my heart lighten at his words, as though a crushing burden were being cut loose from my shoulders. Perhaps it was true that I had borne the guilt of Will’s death for long enough. I closed my eyes.

“Amen,” I whispered.

When I opened my eyes, Reverend Streatfield’s fingers were hovering over the dark-red wax of the candles, his eyes drawn to the curious marbled effect of the wax. The lines on his forehead furrowed as he contemplated them, their power to cross the divide between the living and the dead as yet unknown.

“Their colour is strange,” he muttered. “The wax truly does seem to be infused with blood. There is much here that borders on the occult… I shall not touch them. You have the youth and strength to open new doors, to seek new horizons. My world is fixed within narrow limits that shrink with each passing year. My journey is almost at an end. Yours is just beginning.”

“Perhaps your retirement will free you of the cares and duties that hang heavily upon all those who do the work of the Lord?” I suggested.

“God’s work has never wearied me,” he replied, smiling benevolently. “But the daily routine of running a small parish church has gradually worn me down, as a stream erodes a riverbank. Soon I will be carried off by the current, bound for a deeper sea. It is your generation that must bridge the chasms that war exposed.”

“Perhaps the world will never be the same again.”

“Nor should it be,” he replied. “Time always moves on. After a collapse comes reconstruction. From the smouldering ashes of London after the Great Fire in 1666 rose the majestic dome of Saint Paul’s. From the smoke and darkness of despair, light and hope were born. All must be willing to put their shoulders to the wheel.”

“But if the destruction is too great to repair or rebuild?”

“Then we must pray for divine inspiration. When the followers of Jesus grieved for his death, he appeared to them outside the tomb, resurrected, shining with light. From the greatest depths of sadness, they were transported to the heights of wonder and joy. That is the lesson that the Bible teaches us; there is always light to dispel the darkness. Hope and love are stronger than misery and despair.”

As he finished speaking the door swung fully open and Danby shouted excitedly to us.

“He is here! The master has returned!”

We rushed to the doorway. Danby bustled out into the storm. The wind roared through the treetops, obscured in the darkness. I raised my hand to shield my eyes and stared out into the gloom beyond the yellow light of the lamps.

In the swirling maelstrom of snow and ice, a fast-moving shape emerged thundering towards the house. It was Magpie, majestically carrying Lord Chiddingstone and the doctor. The horse’s flanks were covered in snow; her nostrils flaring madly as she battled for breath and her ears lay flat against her matted mane.

Lord Chiddingstone rode with the fury of Zeus descending from Mount Olympus. His stern face looked carved from stone. His strong hands pulled hard on the reins as he brought the galloping horse to a halt just beyond the doorstep. Danby flung himself at the stamping creature, grabbing Magpie’s bridle and narrowly avoiding being crushed by the heavy forelegs of the exhausted animal.

“Danby, see to Magpie!” Lord Chiddingstone bellowed, as he sprung down from the saddle, looking as though he were ready to draw a sword and single-handedly attack a legion of enemy fighters. “She has carried me through Hell and back tonight. She needs water, warmth and dry straw.”

“Yes, sir!” Danby replied, proudly. “She shall be treated like a queen and no mistake!”

Another figure, wrapped in a thick shawl and woollen hat, dismounted somewhat clumsily from Magpie’s back, staggering as he found himself upon the snowy ground. I could well imagine the terror that the poor doctor must have felt during such a savage ride, on such a night.

“Dr Green, please follow me. My daughter is upstairs and requires your considerable skill and attention if she is to survive.” Lord Chiddingstone’s face was grave as he strode into the warmth and silence of Hern Hall. As he drew level with us, he paused and turned towards me, his eyes filled with a strange light. “I would speak to you both, once I have taken the doctor to Lucy. Please do not go far.”

“We will wait in the corridor outside her room,” I replied.

As I closed Hern Hall’s front door, I glanced up at the wooden heron that stood sentinel over the entrance. Its eyes were filled with snow, its open beak shining with icicles, the very image of cold death.

I followed Reverend Streatfield up the main staircase and glanced at the grandfather clock. Fifteen minutes had elapsed since the hour had struck. The sands of time were slipping away beneath my feet. Soon midnight would come, bringing with it the winter solstice, when darkness would hold dominion, exposing the hidden causeway linking the worlds of the living and the dead.

I felt for the candles in my pocket. I must be ready, or wear forever the cloak of guilt that had clung to my soul since my return from the war, like the fetid habiliments of the grave.


Chapter Forty-One


Reverend Streatfield paced up and down the long corridor that led to Lucy’s room. He glanced at me as I caught up with him, his brows knitted in deep thought.

“There is only one place I can think of where the living and the dead may come within a hair’s breadth of each other.”

“Anne’s bed,” I replied. “The deathbed.”

Reverend Streatfield nodded. “The legend tells us that vigils took place there whenever a member of the family died; the corpse lay in the bed all night, surrounded by candles. Will believed that the candlelight opened the route to Heaven; that the soul would find its way safely into the next world.”

“And if the doorway can be opened again upon the solstice…”

“Perhaps a soul can return, especially one trapped in eternal darkness, unable to find the light.”

“Will died in no man’s land,” I said. “Innumerable souls were lost there.”

“If our speculations prove correct, then Will’s spirit has been seeking a pathway back through death’s darkness; his wandering soul hopes to return here tonight.”

“It seems like utter madness…” I said, rubbing my eyes, “yet he planned it all.”

“You saw for yourself the Roman shrine to Dis. Ashdown Forest has always been connected with death; there is a presence here… a shadow. The ancient peoples of the world respected such sites, worshipping at them or shunning them… leaving blood sacrifices to appease Death and protect their tribe. As much as I wish I could dismiss Madame Blanche and her fakery as mere charlatanism, there is a dark power here that she senses perhaps even more keenly than we do.”

At that moment the door to Lucy’s room opened and Lord Chiddingstone emerged. He closed the door behind him with a gentleness and care that spoke of the deep love he bore for his injured daughter. Wordlessly, he beckoned us to follow him along the corridor, where we could speak without disturbing those within.

“How is Lucy?” I asked, my breath catching in my throat as I contemplated the thought that the curse of the Chiddingstones had struck again on solstice night.

“She is out of danger,” Lord Chiddingstone replied, his eyes betraying the depths of emotion that he must have endured during the ride to collect Doctor Green. “Her heart is beating normally again, and she has regained consciousness. Dr Green is dressing the burns on her hands and fingers, where the electrical energy of the lightning passed through her. Recovery will be slow, but Doctor Green is confident that there will be no significant lasting effects. For that, I have you to thank, John. If you had not found her in the snowstorm, I shudder to think how long she would have lain out there in the freezing darkness, undetected. Truly, you have saved her life.”

“I should have realised more quickly the danger the wires posed,” I argued. “If I had acted sooner, she may not have been hurt at all.”

“You are not to blame. Lucy says that she heard bells ringing and went of her own volition into the garden. She must be suffering from some distress of the mind because she said she thought Will was calling to her through the wires. Doctor Green says it is not unusual for sufferers of electric shock to experience delusions or false memories. She is awake now and has asked to see you.” Lord Chiddingstone looked into my eyes. “It is clear to me that Lucy feels a great affection towards you.”

“I am scarcely worthy of her regard,” I replied, holding his gaze, “but whatever her feelings are for me, I return them to her a hundredfold. Lucy is the most remarkable woman in the world.”

“It was a propitious day when you came to Hern Hall,” he said. “You have made all the difference to Lucy’s life. She now sees a future where before she saw none.”

“I would lay down my life for hers, be everything to her, if you would grant me that honour,” I said.

Lord Chiddingstone’s lips curled into a gratified smile, and he clasped me firmly by the hand.

“By all means, John,” he said. “You have my permission to seek my daughter’s hand – nothing would make my wife and I happier! From the way Lucy spoke of you just now, I see no obstacles in your path.”

He shook my arm up and down until I felt it might snap in two, such was the force of his delight. Reverend Streatfield nodded happily and polished his spectacles upon his handkerchief. Over Lord Chiddingstone’s shoulder, I saw the door to Lucy’s room open and Lady Chiddingstone emerge, gliding lightly like a phantom across the dim corridor to where we stood. Her face, pale and wrinkled, framed her burning eyes, and she reminded me once more of a morphine addict seeking refuge from reality in a narcoleptic haze.

“Here, at last, is some cause for joy!” Lord Chiddingstone said, his eyes unusually bright. “John wishes to make our daughter his very happy wife. I have given him our blessing.”

“A strange time to be speaking of joy,” Lady Chiddingstone muttered, her eyes scouring my wasted features in derision. “Upon the anniversary of the death of our youngest son.”

“My dear!” Lord Chiddingstone bowed his head as the smile died upon his lips. “I had hoped that we could celebrate the future, as well as commemorate the past.”

“Tonight, the solstice brings me closer than ever to the shadow world where my child resides,” Lady Chiddingstone continued, ignoring her husband. “Madame Blanche says that Albie’s spirit will be reachable at midnight. I must go to my room to prepare.” Lord Chiddingstone flinched visibly at the mention of his dead son’s name.

“But what of Lucy?” I asked, unable to restrain myself.

Lady Chiddingstone’s eyes flashed with haughty disdain as she stared contemptuously at me. “The girl is half giddy from shock. What induced her to go outside in the snow is beyond me. I have no patience left for dealing with her. Her selfishness has disrupted the start of the most important séance of the year. Goodnight, gentlemen.” She hurried off, heading for the stairs to her room.

Lord Chiddingstone glanced at us, his expression clouded, then made to follow his wife, before turning to me. “Please go in to Lucy, now; she will not rest until she has seen you.”

“Thank you, Lord Chiddingstone,” I replied. “I was a lost soul when I came to Hern Hall. I have found my true calling again.”

“The pleasure is mine, John. Through your eyes I have shared the final days of my son’s life. There is no greater gift you could have brought me.”

“Blessed are they that welcome strangers, and blessed are they that strangers welcome.” Reverend Streatfield smiled in benediction. “Such is how honest friendship is made.”

“There is one thing I must mention,” Lord Chiddingstone said, his tone darkening, “although even the recollection of it begins to grow hazy. As I was riding Magpie back through the park, with Dr Green grasping my waist like a man fearful of falling into an abyss, it seemed that alongside us, in the depths of the trees, I saw figures standing silently. They were so faint, so indistinct, as to be no more than the suggestion of men, mere shadows glimpsed in the corner of my eye. When I turned my head, they vanished. Who, or what, could they have been?”

“Perhaps the village men were out tonight?” Reverend Streatfield suggested. “They are known to dance upon the solstice. The tradition of winter dancing goes back many centuries in Ashdown Forest.”

Lord Chiddingstone considered this, tilting his head in thought. “Perhaps you are right. I did notice one in particular, dressed in a strange costume. It was feathered and gaunt… a hideous mask. But the others…” He shook his head in disbelief. “It seems strange to say it, but they wore helmets and greatcoats, like the men who went off to fight. Some even held rifles.”

“And yet you are not sure they were really there?” Reverend Streatfield asked.

“They vanished the moment I turned to look at them,” Lord Chiddingstone muttered, visibly disturbed.

“Then perhaps that is the answer. The world is full of shadows. Have no fear, the light will soon return.”

Lord Chiddingstone considered for a moment, then shrugged his powerful shoulders, clearly unconvinced that he had witnessed mere illusions. Slowly he followed his wife to her room, his head bowed to the floor.

When he had gone, Reverend Streatfield turned to me.

“The dark pool that Lucy disturbed is acting as a gateway through which these lonely spirits are passing. They are in need of a guide. I must draw them into the churchyard; there they will find the peace that was denied them on the battlefield.”

“Do you think they will follow you?”

“I am certain of it. They are lost. They need only to hear the word of our Saviour. He will light their journey home.”

“Then you must go,” I said.

“And we must say goodbye,” he replied, taking my hand, and shaking it gently. “I wish you well in the task that Will entrusted to you. I will be with you in my thoughts and prayers, if not in person.”

“Thank you, Reverend,” I said. “I could not have made it this far without you.”

“You can do much more than you ever imagined, John, but take care; midnight approaches! You must tell me everything in the morning. And give Lucy my best wishes. Tell her that I expect to see you both very soon!” He returned my gaze with gleaming eyes. “I see the way she is when you are together. She has come to life. Whatever happens tonight, take care of her. Love her. Always be kind to her. God watches over you both.”

I nodded earnestly, grateful for the friendship of the eccentric, elderly clergyman.


Chapter Forty-Two


Reverend Streatfield descended the stairs as nimbly as a man half his age and went out into the storm. Alone, I turned and knocked lightly on Lucy’s door, wary of disturbing her rest. It was opened by her maid, who, upon seeing me, smiled shyly and ushered me inside.

“She will not rest as the doctor says until she has spoken to you,” the maid whispered. “She is fretting that you were harmed in the accident too.”

“I will not stay long,” I replied quietly. “I will put her mind at rest, then leave.”

“There is no one else in the world she wants by her side.” The maid smiled again, her eyes twinkling.

I walked slowly towards the bed. Doctor Green was packing away his medical equipment. Seeing me, he beckoned for me to come closer.

“I have given her some laudanum,” he said in a low, professional tone. “She will fall asleep in the next few minutes; she needs rest more than anything. The burns on her hands will heal with time. She has suffered an acute shock, and her heart must have rest. Please, do not excite her.”

“With all my heart and soul, I would not cause her distress,” I answered earnestly. “I shall stay near her until she sleeps.”

Satisfied, the doctor bade me goodnight and went into the hall, closing the door gently behind him. Lucy’s maid moved silently around the room, tidying as she went, determined, it seemed, to give us as much privacy as possible without physically leaving the room. She turned down the lamps, their light fading into half-darkness, leaving a single candle burning brightly on the mantelpiece.

Lucy lay beneath a white blanket. Her head rested on soft pillows. Her eyes were closed. Her dark hair had been brushed away from her face, revealing the old scar, which stood out as brightly as fresh blood on her wan skin. Her bandaged hands lay clasped over her chest, which rose and fell as she breathed. She looked nothing less than a sleeping princess from a medieval romance, awaiting a kiss from a noble prince to awaken her.

I sat down on a chair close by the bed and listened to the soft rhythm of her breathing. A clock chimed delicately, reminding me that there were now only thirty minutes until midnight. As the chimes faded away, Lucy stirred, turning her head towards me, her eyes still closed.

“Is that you, John?” she murmured.

“I am here, close beside you,” I replied in a low whisper.

“You are not hurt?” She frowned, the anxiety she felt for my safety made more poignant by her own bandaged skin.

“I am well, perfectly well. It is you, Lucy, who must rest. The doctor says you must sleep. All will be well again soon.”

“I remember the bell…” she shook her head slowly, “the bell summoned me. It was Will. I know his call. He was there. He wanted me to find him.”

“You must rest,” I said, growing alarmed by the feverish quality in her voice. “Do not think of anything now. Sleep is all you need.”

“But the candles… the solstice!” She tried to raise her head from the pillow. “I must help you! Tonight is our only chance.”

“You have helped me,” I replied, reaching forward, and stroking the dark curls of her hair, which felt as soft as silk beneath my fingers. “You brought me back to life. You drew me out of the darkness. My Lucy! My light!”

I leant forward and gently kissed her forehead, feeling once again the raised skin of her scar beneath my lips.

“Will you be here when I wake?” she asked, slipping into the dream-state induced by Doctor Green’s medication.

“I shall not stir from your side once the solstice has passed. I shall remain by your side forevermore.”

“I prayed that you would come,” she whispered, upon the edge of sleep, her lips curling into a smile. “I love you, Chaplain John Elliot.”

“And I love you, Lucy Chiddingstone,” I whispered back, tenderly kissing her.

After some minutes sitting quietly beside her, and sensing that she had fallen asleep, I was making ready to leave when Lucy’s eyes flickered dreamily open.

“Would you blow out the candle?” she murmured drowsily. “The light hurts my eyes.”

I nodded, and made to blow out the light, when I stopped, my heart leaping in my chest.

“You can see the light?” I asked, amazed, not knowing if I’d heard her correctly. But she did not reply. The laudanum had worked its magic; she had fallen soundly asleep.


Chapter Forty-Three


Two years earlier, Will and I had ventured into no man’s land under the cover of darkness, hoping to rescue a wounded man. Now the hour had come to bury that past, and to live for the future once more.

I climbed the wooden stairs to the attic, the candles safely stored in my pocket. Outside, the storm raged, flashes of lightning flickering through the windows, and great rumbles of thunder echoing down the gloomy corridors.

I opened the door to my room. Inside, the great ebony deathbed sat crouched in the shadows, like a demon from a distant time. It had lain in wait year after year, decade after decade, century after century, mutely biding its time, waiting until its dark power would once again be called upon to open a portal between our world and the next.

I would put my faith in the light; I would not let Will down. Or Lucy.

Where to place the candles Will had entrusted to me, I now knew. Madame Blanche had hinted that they belonged in this room. Reverend Streatfield had spoken of a circle of light. From the mouth of the grotto, I had seen the window from which Lucy had once fallen. This room, with its ancient bed, was the key to everything.

The bed where successive generations of the Chiddingstone family had died, going all the way back to Edgar and Anne.

I walked to the window and looked through the glass. Far below, the garden lay covered by a white shroud. The moon broke from behind the clouds, filling the scene with a chiaroscuro of light and shade. Were those the shadows of trees that hung about the edges of the paths? Or were they something else? I frowned and searched for the grotto. A yellow glow glimmered in the dark.

The candle still burned. The light still shone. The way through the labyrinth was visible if any chose to follow it from the shadowy tunnels beneath the frozen earth.

I brushed my hand over the smooth wooden window frame, seeking a clue. My fingers dipped into a round recess, smoothed and worn, reminding me of the inkwell from my old school desk.

“Here,” I whispered aloud to myself, placing one of the candles into the hole. With trembling fingers, I lit a match and watched as the wick took the flame, flaring to life. I left it there, flickering in the draught from the window, the soft light glowing against the fragile glass.

Viewed from the garden below, the window must appear as a golden star, floating in the darkness of the night sky. A beacon, guiding lost travellers home. The winter wind, as though unsettled by the celestial body that had suddenly appeared in its domain, angrily rattled the glass. The candle continued to burn, the flame leaping up, fuelled by the gusts of air.

The clock on the mantelpiece showed a few minutes to midnight; I had scarcely time to place the remaining candles. The bed continued to watch me, like the hideous bull that Theseus found lurking in the darkness of the labyrinth. The carved bed-posts were its vicious horns, the decorated panels its swarthy hide. A bed where generations of the same family had been placed when disease, plague or pox meant they moved beyond the hope of return. A bed around which whispered prayers had been said, tear-filled eyes cast downwards in sorrow, voices hushed before the imminence of death. A bed from where the souls of the Chiddingstone line had passed out of the mortal frame of flesh and bone, dissolving into the spirit world, watched over and protected from the clutches of evil and Death by a sacred vigil, where a circle of candles surrounded the dying figure, their last breath stirring the flames of the candles for the final time.

Corpse candles.

The lights of heaven, calling the spirit home to God’s throne amongst the stars. Defending the nearly emergent soul, as pure and helpless as a newborn child, from the clutches of wicked spectres sent by Satan to intercept the soul as it escaped the body.

The frame of the bed held secrets.

From the first time I’d seen it, my attention had been drawn towards the weirdly carved headboard, the strange figures from the Book of Revelation, the threadbare embroidery of the coverlet, the twisting, serpentine bed-posts.

The bedframe, an oblong of dark wood, housing the mattress, had scarcely attracted my notice.

But I now recalled one curious detail; or more accurately, I should say five.

Five holes had been sunk in the wood. Five circular holes that my fingers had strayed over as I stared in perplexed horror at the demon-like figure that hung over the place where the dying possessor of the bed must have laid, stricken, moments from death, staring up helplessly at that terrifying image of the supernatural realm they were about to enter.

Five holes for five candles.

A perimeter of flames to ward off evil spirits.

A circle of light to open a gateway to heaven.

I thumped my hand upon the mattress in triumph. I had within my grasp the key to unlock the adamantine gates of death.

But time was against me. I heard the striking of the mantlepiece clock sounding the hour. Midnight was come. The solstice had begun. The power of darkness was at its peak.

I had to act.

Reaching into my pocket I took out the remaining candles. Carefully I placed them into the holes carved specially in the wood over four centuries before, by carpenters long since in their graves.

The candles, marbled by the dark blood of a soldier who sacrificed his life to save my own, corrupted with the mud and filth of the trenches, fit perfectly into the sockets.

All I had to do was light them all.

I struck a thin match. It flared up immediately, taking life as all living beings do – hungrily, greedily, glad to be awakened from the inert oblivion.

Holding the match to the closest candle, a voice seemed to whisper in my ear.

I paused. Lucy’s face filled my mind. I imagined her next to me, her hand resting on mine, her lips gently blowing out the flame.

The match burnt itself out, a thin trail of smoke rising into the air.

Something was wrong. Something I had forgotten.

Five candles positioned around the bed. Two at the base. Two at the sides. One at the top.

In which order should I light them? There must be a pattern: a logic, a code. All the power of ritualistic belief relied on a specified sequence of movements, whether a Catholic reciting the Ave Maria, or the distribution of the wafer before the wine during Holy Communion.

I frowned, blinded by doubt.

Lucy’s face filled my mind again, her brow wrinkled in concentration, her lips shaping a single word.

I stopped breathing, focusing only on the shape of her lips.

Indistinctly, amidst the sigh of the wind that moaned beyond the window, I seemed to hear her voice whisper a single word:

“Widdershins.”

Then Lucy faded from my sight, as a receding tide drags the sea far out beyond the shoreline.

It was enough. She had given me the answer. I now knew the order in which to light the candles.

Will had sent his message through the hand of Madame Blanche.

He had given me the key.

Widdershins. The archaic term Reverend Streatfield had taught me. It meant to move anti-clockwise around a circle, to oppose the motion of the sun. Superstition held that it caused dark powers to be unleashed, powers that challenged the supremacy of God’s divine order in the universe.

I would light the candles widdershins, invoking the same elemental power that the pagans and the Romans had worshipped on the night of the winter solstice.

First, I lit the candle at the centre of the headboard, then the next halfway down the ancient bedframe, to the left. The flames rose quickly, greedily. Then the two that were at either end of the footboard, and finally the remaining candle, on the right side of the bedframe.

Standing back, I saw at once that the five fingers of flames formed a five-pointed star of burning light around the ancient bed. A perfect pentagram; a shape synonymous with witchcraft and occult rituals. Dangerous forces seemed to be gathering expectantly in the darkness.

I held my breath, stepping back, unsure of what might happen. The storm outside seemed to have abated. In the sudden silence I could hear the bells of Saint Agnes tolling the midnight hour in grim, melancholy chimes. I thought of Reverend Streatfield, and of the faith that he possessed, a belief in the promise of resurrection for all mankind.

As the last stroke of the last bell began to fade, I recalled Jesus’s words, reciting them aloud with a sincere and earnest heart. “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”

A cold hush fell about the room. The flames quivered, dancing amidst the orbs of brilliant light they created; flashes of green and blue intermingled with gold. Wisps of dark smoke rose above the bedframe, gathering in a cloud beneath the canopied roof. Marvelling at the sight, though not without some trepidation at the awesome power I hoped to awaken, I spoke again.

“‘Wherefore He saith, Awake thou that sleepest, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee light’.”

Now a mistlike haze began to rise from the floor beneath the bed. It created halos of silver light about the candle flames. My breath hung as a vapour, motionless in the air, my teeth chattered with cold. As at the séance, the temperature had dropped rapidly within the space of a few seconds. A strange echoing sound, like a distant waterfall thundering in an unseen abyss, filled the air. The flames began to flicker and dance in a swirling draught that passed across my face, carrying with it the smell of damp earth, wet rock, and fetid air.

I took half a step backwards. The bedframe trembled, the wood groaning, the bed-posts writhing like living snakes. The carved figures of leering beasts and birds looked newly animated in the candlelight, their jaws and teeth hanging open, their bodies swelling, their tails lashing from side to side.

My fingers sought the silver crucifix hanging on its chain about my neck. For so long it had been the tangible evidence of my faith in a benevolent power. Unconscious of what I did, I slipped the chain over my head and wrapped it around my wrist, holding the crucifix in my palm as I had in the trenches when the whistles sounded the attack.

“‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil, for thou art with me’,” I whispered, unable to take my eyes from the bed.

Then the world began to swim before me. It felt as though the mechanism of time itself had slowed to nought; each cog and pinwheel frozen in its tracks. The falling snow outside the window hung motionless in mid-air, the night utterly silent and still. The very blood in my veins grew thick. My heart pulsed once, then with a throbbing beat, arrested.

All was still. All was silent. All was dark.

Except for the five golden points of the star.

Within that glowing pentagram, a shape slowly arose from the hoary mist. A mound of insubstantial fog seemed to form like a nebulous bubble, then grow denser, more solid, a living clay, glimmering with soft light. A white face, as pale as though formed of alabaster, yet distinct with nose, grim mouth, chin and tightly closed eyes, forced itself up, heaving, taking shape amidst the insubstantial vapour. A head emerged, twisting from side to side, freeing itself from some unknowable skein that seemed to cling to it, preventing its escape. As I stood motionless, struck by wonder and awe, an arm reached upwards, groping for a hold, desperate for purchase, like a drowning man seeking a rope.

A shudder passed through my bones. Tremors ran over my skin.

It could not be!

A ghostly hand, extending from a sleeve on which three familiar round buttons were visible, hung in mid-air. The fingers stretched towards me.

Instinctively, and without fear now, I reached forward and clutched it.

I grasped the apparition with my own two hands of flesh and bone. I felt the coldness of death in those lifeless fingers, that frozen wrist. But I did not let go. The hand, though lacking substance, gripped me fiercely, with the strength of a bond of steel, hauling itself upwards, until a ghostly figure emerged upon the bed.

First into sight came its right shoulder, then the top of its torso. It wore a jacket that I had seen many times before. The insignia of a captain of the British army showing in the paleness of its shadowy form.

There before me, eyes open and fixed exultantly on mine, lay, half revealed, the ghost of Will Chiddingstone.

His spirit lay in the golden light cast by the candles, his military uniform the same as when I had last set eyes upon him, all those months ago. Light emanated from his ghostly form; a light-blue iridescence that caused the whole room to be filled with an eerie glow as of moonlight, a misty vapour suffusing through the midnight darkness. His blue lips, breaking apart, seemed almost to be trying to breathe, as though he could inhale the frosty air.

“Will?” I whispered, half afraid to speak. The eyes of the apparition stayed fixed on mine, then the head nodded in response.

“You are home,” I said, the words catching in my throat. The face of the spirit looked around at the carvings of the bed, seeming to recognise them, then gazing with narrowed eyes at the circle of bright flames that surrounded him, as though unused to the light.

“I have not let you down,” I murmured, tears dimming my sight. “You sacrificed your life for my own. Forgive me for what you have suffered. I have not failed you! It is solstice night!”

His eyes, alert with cold fire, roved over my face, reading there, it seemed, all that had happened to me in the days and weeks since we had parted. His expression, always so keen, so intense, found the truth within my heart.

“I love her,” I said, compelled by his wordless gaze, understanding what he sought from me. “We are to be married.”

Again, like a saint in a Renaissance fresco, he lowered his eyelids in acknowledgement. I realised that I still held his hand in mine. Lifting it gently to my lips I kissed his fingers, feeling the numbing cold of the grave seep into my blood.

“You saved my life,” I said. “And the lives of countless others. You are home now. Be at peace. Rest here. Watch over us forevermore.”

He tried to rise, but the effort seemed too great. On the front of his greatcoat, I could see terrible rents and tears where the shrapnel from the exploding grenade must have pierced his body. The mortal wounds he had suffered were still visible in death. I sensed that even to exist in this world, as a presence that I could see, cost him dreadfully. He could not sustain the effort for much longer before darkness closed over him once more. Strange echoing sounds filled the room: cries of despair, shouts of pain, yells of lamentation. It seemed that wheresoever he had arisen from, other wandering spirits followed behind, their misery and loneliness striking fear and pity into my heart.

His eyes wandered around the room, seeking restlessly for something they lacked. His lips parted in a silent utterance; I read the shapes of “Mother” and “Father” as clear as though he had spoken them aloud.

The church bell began to toll the quarter hour, its knell carried on the sighing wind, bringing back the gradual passing of time and the waning of the solstice. Whatever strange power held dominion now, drawing together the realms of the living and the dead, allowing us to see one another, it would soon fade, as the hands of the clock on the church tower moved irresistibly onwards, away from the past.

“Stay if you are able!” I urged. “I will bring them to you!”

So saying, I turned towards the door, ready to rush downstairs in search of his parents, when the door swung open before me, revealing the contorted face of Lady Chiddingstone herself.

She stood transfixed; her dark eyes riveted on the spectral light that emanated from the bed. Her hair hung loose about her neck and she wore a long nightdress of red and gold satin that flowed loosely over her body. Her mouth was twisted into a terrible knot of madness as she saw the face of her son gazing silently back at her.

“My son!” she cried. “He is here!”

As she spoke, Lord Chiddingstone appeared behind her, his brow furrowed in alarm. Together they slowly entered the room, like terrified pilgrims arriving at a holy shrine. Lord Chiddingstone’s eyes grew wide, his face blanching as he saw the transparent features of his dead son upon the pillow of the ancient bed.

As I stepped back into the shadows, scarcely knowing whether to remain or flee, I discerned a shadowy presence standing in the far corner of the room, observing all with malign intent. It was a ragged, feathered thing, with pale eyes and a jagged beak. In horror, I raised the gleaming crucifix towards it, hoping to ward off whatever foulness loitered there. The creature hissed, a thin wire of black tongue protruding from its mouth, before it shrank into the darkness.

“Am I to believe this?” Lord Chiddingstone gasped, his eyes flicking to mine then returning to his son’s. The ghostly figure on the bed regarded his parents solemnly, his movements unnervingly slow, as though he were staring up at them through half a fathom of ice-cold water.

“Will has kept his promise,” I said. “He promised to return. God knows where the journey has taken him, or what he has endured.”

“Our son is home!” Lord Chiddingstone’s voice was thick and choking as he held his wife’s hands to his lips. “Will is with us again!”

Lady Chiddingstone held her hands to her throat, her eyes bulging, unable to cope with what she witnessed.

“Cruel!” she cried. “What of my youngest son? Why have you returned, and not my dearest child?”

The spirit in the bed raised his hand slowly, with an effort that seemed to consume all his remaining strength, then laid it upon his heart. Then the spirit gently pulled back the lapel of his greatcoat, revealing a small child, who lay pressed against his side, his anxious eyes peering out at the strange world in which he was now visible.

I felt a thrill pass through me as I recognised the face of the ghost child I had seen since arriving at Hern Hall.

“Albie!” shrieked Lady Chiddingstone. “He has found Albie! He has brought home my little boy!”

“Merciful Heaven,” whispered Lord Chiddingstone, crossing himself. “Will never gave up. He never stopped searching.”

“He planned it all,” I murmured, awestruck at the sight of the two brothers clinging protectively together. “He went through death to find him. They will never be parted again.”

The two figures held each other tightly, their faces a curious mirror of the other. One a child, full of innocence and wonder; the other a soldier, his gaunt cheeks and sunken eyes a testament to the grief and horror he had endured. Now they could find peace together, in eternal rest. Even as we watched, the immaterial mist from which they were composed seemed to be dimming, the light that emanated from within them, fading.

“They cannot be taken from me again!” Lady Chiddingstone cried, falling to her knees, and weeping with such a force of emotion that I was forced to look away in pity. “I will not live without them again! A mother cannot be asked to endure it!”

“Their light is dying,” Lord Chiddingstone said in a broken voice. “They are safe together now. We must let them go!”

“Never again! I will not be parted from my children.”

Lady Chiddingstone wept loudly; her contorted face wet with tears. Lord Chiddingstone tried to draw her away from the bed, where the candle flames danced high in the air, as though some unearthly bellows fed them. But she fought against her husband’s grasp, shaking her head madly, grinding her teeth in despair. Before he could stop her, she broke from his arms and sprang onto the bed, her arms reaching forward to embrace her sons, whose ghostly arms reached out to hers. As she passed over the candles, the fabric of her dress ignited in a sudden blaze of flame, instantly engulfing her in a comet of fire.

I started forward, horrified, determined to pull her back from the flames, when a strong hand gripped my arm and pulled me away.

“Save yourself!” Lord Chiddingstone commanded me, his face livid with emotion. “Go to my daughter – be everything that she asks of you. You have done enough.” Lord Chiddingstone thrust me towards the door as he turned to face the bed. “My wife calls to me – I shall not leave her side.”

He took two steps towards the bed, which was alive with dancing flames, and just before the heavy door swung shut, closing that cursed room from my sight, I saw him lay down calmly next to the burning body of his wife, both of their faces soon devoured by the hungry blaze. The inferno raged about them; the bed-posts had become pillars of fire, the heavy bed curtains fluttering like burning flags upon a fireship. Smoke swirled in wraiths below the ceiling, and the blue glow of the ghostly forms I had seen, faded utterly away, consumed by golden light.

I staggered down the stairs towards the room where Lucy lay, clutching the crucifix in my hand, sensing once again the power of eternal love that lies at the heart of all great sacrifice.


Epilogue


Dear Reverend Streatfield,

I hope that this letter finds you well – and that you are now comfortably settled at your cottage on the Dorset coast. I was pleased to hear in your last letter that you have already begun to excavate the local cliffs around Lyme Regis in search of ancient fossils. When I read your letter aloud to Lucy, she misheard and thought you were referring to the locals themselves as ancient fossils!

It was lovely to hear her laugh properly again. The grief she carries is like a curse that still haunts her. Doctor Green has advised that she must try to gain more weight and to eat more red meat to address her anaemia. He has also suggested that she take moderate exercise in the fresh air, so we have begun to walk in the gardens once again, when the sun is shining.

Lucy’s sight is almost fully restored now. The ocular specialist from London believes that the electrical charge Lucy received in the lightning blast burnt through the old scar tissue from her childhood accident and allowed the nerves to regrow. It is not uncommon, apparently, in blindness caused by head injuries, for subsequent trauma to reverse the condition. Lucy is getting used to wearing glasses (which she claims make her look like a scholar). She tires quickly, but Dr Green explained that as she focuses on words or pictures, the muscles in her eyes are having to be taught once more how to work properly, which is a considerable effort. Every day she gets a little stronger though, and is determined to be able to read the next letter that you send to us by herself!

The repairs to Hern Hall are underway. The fire damaged much of the attic and the roof above it, but the rest of the building stands strong. Danby is confident that by the autumn the roof will be finished, and the attic will be ready for use again. The bed was utterly consumed by the flames and I for one am glad that it is gone. It belonged to a different time, when magic and superstition held sway in the hearts of those who thought the world was flat and when alchemists believed gold could be produced from lead. Those epochs should be left well behind, as far as I’m concerned; forgotten and concealed by the twists and turns of the great labyrinth of time.

Your parishioners here continue to miss you. I swear that the most animated they seem is when I offer them news of your new life at Abbotsbury. Their eyes glow with such tenderness as I read aloud from the epistles of the much revered and eminently respected Reverend Streatfield. Still, I am grateful to them for accepting me as their new minister, and I hope that I can guide them in this quiet corner of Sussex for many years to come.

My health is improving. I feel stronger and more resilient with each passing month. The dizziness and the nightmares have mostly stopped, apart from those times near dusk when I hear the wind whistling through the trees in the garden. Then I am reminded of the darker times, and the faces of the lost seem to rise before me, pleading for a way home. Perhaps I will never be free of their silent sadness. It is a memory too deeply imprinted upon my mind.

Yet above the wasteland, a golden star shines in the sky. It summons my spirit, renews my faith. Its light gives hope to those who live in shadow. It speaks of a brighter future, where, perhaps, love may triumph over fear. The light of life may shine so radiantly that death will have no corner left to hide in.

Will Chiddingstone rests in peace, alongside his brother, Albie.

The memorial in the garden is carved with his name, and that of his brother, mother and father. The family is together again.

Will’s battle began long ago, when he saw the black feathers of a dark spirit glide across the ice. He knew then that his fate lay in finding a pathway through the darkness of Death.

We have consecrated a war memorial in the churchyard – as per your instructions – remembering all those who were lost. May their wanderings cease. Since that fateful night in December, no more shadows have been seen standing silently in the grounds of Hern Hall.

What do I believe I saw that night? What took place in that attic room? I saw an unbreakable chain, forged of love, binding mother to child, brother to brother, father to son. I saw the victory of love over despair.

The coroner deemed it a tragic accident. A fire caused by the igniting of Lady Chiddingstone’s dress as she slept in an old bed, which then engulfed her husband who lay beside her. I am content to accept the verdict. No mention of my name was made. That is for the best.

Finally, some very happy news, which I have been kept from passing on to you by the superstitious fancy of my charming wife. Lucy and I are expecting our first child next spring. A son, perhaps? A new heir for Hern Hall? Time will tell.

I pray that our child will grow up in a world blessed by peace, where the great guns lie as silently as the stones of some ancient monument, overgrown by weeds and poppies. They say farmers have returned to plough the soil of no man’s land, their blades turning the earth, burying the present, returning it to the past. As one generation falls, another rises, and the earth abides forever.

I will spread the word of God here, as you did so faithfully before me. I will tell of the suffering of Jesus, of the pain He endured, how He rose again, as a burning pillar of fire, to light the hearts of those who follow, and those who love Him.

Death can never truly win. Dawn follows even the darkest of nights.

I went alone, yesterday, into that hidden tunnel where the pagans and Romans trod two millennia before. I followed again the steep descent, seeming to hear the echoes of their footsteps, tasting the dank, fetid air, until I came to that dark, still pool.

The darkness waits expectantly there. It is a tangible force, which resisted the candle’s light, greedily seeking to extinguish the flickering golden flame. Standing by the edge of that ancient pool, I stared into the opaque water, contemplating the oblivion that hides beneath its silent surface. To what far depths it descends I have no wish to discover. It extends beyond the ken of mortal sight, that much I know. It is best left unexplored.

I took from around my neck the chain upon which hangs the silver crucifix that I carried in the trenches. The figure of Christ, frozen in eternal agony, gleamed in the darkness. I held it dangling above the water’s surface, suspended as I recited from the Book of Revelation. He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the former things have passed away.

Then I let it fall, the dim silver shape disappearing into the murky depths. Let Death, or Dis, or whatever dark shadow it is that lurks in the deep bowels of the earth, be sated. There has been enough death to last a thousand years. Stay in the darkness. Leave the light of life to the living. Haunt us no longer.

I have instructed Danby to have the entrance to the grotto filled up with rocks and stones. No longer shall the entrance to the labyrinth exist. The powers that lurk there are banished – for now.

It is strange to think that if our child is a boy, then he will become the next Lord Chiddingstone upon reaching his maturity. By the late 1930s, he will take his place in the world at a time when the scars of my war will be healed, and the nations who fought as enemies will embrace as friends. That is my great hope; that the dying light of hope that flickered out in the eyes of the soldiers in the trenches will be rekindled in the fellowship and optimism of their children. That their world will be bathed in the light of peace and reconciliation, that the long shadow of war will melt away like mist in the dawn sunshine.

So, you see, my dear friend, I am an optimist after all! It was God’s enigmatic plan that I wandered in the darkness, to be rescued by Lucy. She is my light. And you, Reverend Streatfield, are my guide. Was it Will’s intention that Lucy and I should fall in love? I think he foresaw the possibility. As always, he knew the path ahead, where others saw only darkness.

He lives on in our happiness, in our hearts. If we have a son, Lucy and I plan to name him William Albie Chiddingstone. He will shine brightly in the glory of love.

Blessings to you, our dearest friend. Consummatum est.

Reverend John Elliot.

Hern Hall, Sussex.
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