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Chapter One


Ellie Swan knew she was about to be buried—she’d tugged a little too hard, but how could she not? She’d already stripped a quarter of the shop, and no piece had come off this easily before. The massive sheet of wallpaper was too heavy, though, and as it tore free, it collapsed over her head, covering her brunette hair and pale face in a thick layer of dust. She stumbled backwards, arms flailing, trying to peel the grimy paper from her hair and face.

“Lovely,” she spat, brushing off the flakes of plaster clinging to her skin. So much for making this look easy. “What does DIY stand for again?” She stepped back, wondering if she should turn off the steamer and throw in the scraper. “Destroy It Yourself?”

“Talking to yourself? First sign of madness,” Granny Maggie called as she emerged from the back room, on her way to the front door—it must have been lunchtime already. “Blueberry or chocolate muffin?”

“Blueberry,” Ellie said, picking at the layers of gloopy paper stuck like a cast around her fingers. “And I am mad if I thought I could renovate this bookshop.”

“We’re mad,” Maggie corrected, dragging open the heavy front door. “But it’s under control⁠—”

Maggie tripped over the doorstep—the one responsible for the limp she now tried to hide ever since breaking her hip during the burglary—catching herself just in time with a quick grab at the doorframe. Ellie glanced up from her work, pushing fixing that chunk of rotting wood to the top of her cluttered mental to-do list. Maggie straightened, brushing off the moment with a wave.

“Everything’s fine!” she grinned, the door slamming behind her.

Alone with only the creaking floorboards underfoot, Ellie kicked the fallen strip aside, jamming the scraper under the next stubborn corner. The old wallpaper clung to the walls like a second skin, refusing to budge. She wiped her brow, shaking her head at the irony—she’d spent the last decade as a continuity expert in a TV studio, paid to focus on every tiny detail. Yet here she was, struggling with something as simple as peeling wallpaper.

Of course, the studio had merged last year, and authentic historical drama wasn’t prompting people to click thumbnails on streaming services these days. Now she was back in her home village, her knees aching from hours spent on the hard floor of the old family bookshop.

Her inexperience was obvious—her hands, covered in grime and torn wallpaper, moved with a clumsy rhythm, a far cry from the confident strokes she had imagined. Still, the shop needed it. Six layers of wallpaper had to go, revealing the lime plaster beneath, one strip at a time.

Ellie recognised at least three of the patterns, each a relic from her childhood spent with Granny Maggie. The green-and-white floral design took her back to being ten years old, spreading paste with one hand while holding an Agatha Christie paperback in the other. Maggie hung the paper with a book balanced on the top step of the ladder, only half-invested in giving Meadowfield Books its fresh coat, always caring more about the stories in the pages than the look of the shop.

But customers had changed, even in a small Wiltshire village like Meadowfield. Along with the burglary and all the collective minor problems that had surfaced—never mind the dwindling profits, or lack thereof—a breath of fresh air wouldn’t be enough. Maggie might pretend everything would work out, but Ellie could hear the death rattle creeping through the empty shelves with its clear warning.

Breathe new life into the old place, or hear its last gasp.

Ellie paused, sitting back on her heels to survey the progress. The shelves, once overflowing with books of every size, shape, and genre, now stood empty, their contents packed away in boxes hidden upstairs. In three months, they’d made slow but steady progress, yet they were still a long way from reaching that end goal: curling up by the fireplace with a Jane Austen novel in the finished, thriving shop. Between here and there, dozens of tasks awaited, each broken down into smaller steps, which fractured into even tinier tasks. Sweating the big stuff into the small stuff had always been a skill of detail-orientated Ellie. Maybe that’s why she’d worked so well in television production for so long, a place where every project felt like it would win them all BAFTA awards—until the end product didn’t make the studio money, and the studio tossed it aside, the hard work in vain.

That wouldn’t happen in the bookshop, though; they were inching toward that end goal, and she wasn’t stumbling through it alone—her phone, with an internet connection, was a lifeline, and thanks to the likes of Handy Steve, she had help, albeit virtual.

She brushed away fallen strips of wallpaper, their dusty remnants trying to cling to her phone screen. With a tap, she resumed the video she’d paused just moments before the eight-foot-long, intact strip tried to bury her.

“And that’s when Debbie left me,” Steve said, his sigh so deep that Ellie couldn’t help but join in. They were on video 18 of 293 in his Decorating for Beginners playlist—also known as Episode 18 of the Steve and Debbie Divorce Show. “You can’t smooth over some cracks, can you?” He sighed again, dunking his trowel into the plaster mix he’d prepared in the previous video using lime, sand, and horsehair. “But if you used the ratio I showed you earlier, those surface cracks should disappear in no time.” Another even deeper sigh. “Be careful of those deeper, structural cracks, though—the ones you don’t realise are there until it’s too late. Then suddenly, they’re telling you it’s not working and that the yoga instructor you weren’t supposed to worry about? You should worry about them. I should have seen it coming when⁠—”

“Ellie!” Maggie gasped, returning from The Giggling Goat café further down South Street, her arms weighed down with paper bags. “Did you skip from papering to plastering without me? And who’s the ‘yoga instructor’?”

“New character. And sorry, Gran. I couldn’t resist.”

“Hmm. Has poor Steve explained why Debbie left him yet?”

“Not yet,” Ellie groaned as she rose, her lower back protesting after a morning spent squatting. “But his talent for shoehorning divorce details into every DIY video has kept me—and about twelve hundred other people—captivated since he first posted the videos eight years ago.”

“Well, I can’t wait to hear how it ends,” Maggie said over her shoulder, her limp noticeable as she powered through it. “Still, you are skipping ahead. We can’t plaster until we’ve stripped all the wallpaper, and you’ll only want to rush ahead to see if Steve gets Mr Bean in the divorce. Given what his solicitor said, though, Debbie will take the cat when she moves to Kettering.” She paused at the door to the back room, shaking her head as if the cat’s fate was to be decided now and not almost a decade ago. “Back to it. You keep peeling, I’ll plate up lunch.”

Ellie glanced at the paint scraper in her hand, taking in Steve’s glum face on the screen. Just a few months ago, she’d been serving lattes in a busy coffee shop across the bridge in Wales, scrolling through TV job listings with no luck. Now, thanks to Steve’s cheerily saying, “And remember, DIY is for everyone” at the end of each video, she believed she could rebuild the entire shop. But here it was, the first day of autumn, and the hope of reopening by the end of summer had whooshed past, much like Ellie racing through a good book.

“Halloween opening?” she mused aloud as she teased off another satisfying chunk of encrusted wallpaper. It jumped away like it had been waiting to reveal itself. “Pumpkins on the doorstep, horror novels in the window…”

“Very Stephen King,” Maggie called above the clatter of plates. “That’s why you’ll make a better custodian of this place. I never notice Halloween’s happening until it’s already gone.”

“You’ve always been in your own world, Gran.”

“Other people’s worlds,” Maggie corrected. “Who cares what the season is when you’re five hundred pages deep into Wuthering Heights?”

Ellie almost wanted to fact-check her, sure the book was closer to four hundred pages, a fact she knew from working on a low-budget adaptation that one critic described as “Wuthering Lows.” Still, they’d praised the historical accuracy of the sets and costumes, a win Ellie clung to after fighting the set designer’s urge to buy everything from Ikea.

Outside, the faint chime of the bell at St. Mary’s Church drifted through the open windows, announcing noon to the village—and making Ellie’s stomach growl in response. Eggs and soldiers in Maggie’s garden seemed longer than a few hours ago, but back then, there had been a full wall of wallpaper. Now, only a small rectangle remained in the centre.

She froze mid-scrape, her breath catching as a dark patch emerged beneath the paper. Her nerves tingled with unease. She leaned in, her pulse quickening as the dark stain grew with each pull of the wallpaper.

“Please don’t be black mould,” she whispered, the air around her seeming to grow colder. She crouched, nostrils flaring for the telltale sweet musty scent of decay. But there was nothing—just the familiar aroma of reactivated wallpaper paste. No dampness.

Her fingers, thick with layers of wallpaper remnants, brushed over the surface. Too smooth for mould. Her heart still pounded as her eyes narrowed. The dark spot wasn’t spongy, as she’d feared. On a film set, it could have passed for mould, but up close, the splatter marks gave it away. Spray paint. Ellie exhaled, the tightness in her chest releasing.

“Muffins!” Maggie called from the doorway, holding two plates. “Oliver didn’t have blueberry, but your brother suggested lemon drizzle, so I grabbed that instead…”

But the black spray paint had Ellie too fixated. She scraped more of the paper away, and the dark splotch formed into an arrow—or maybe a mountain? The shape morphed into something deliberate. Her breath caught again as the sharp lines of a letter appeared—W.

While Ellie wondered what was happening on the wall, life continued as usual outside on South Street. Sylvia Fortescue’s refined voice—so posh, she wouldn’t have sounded out of place in a period drama—carried from the cheese shop next door, loudly regaling the delivery person about her recent food award. “You simply must try the new Wiltshire Loaf, darling. It’s so perfectly crumbly and deliciously nutty, I’m not surprised the judges awarded me gold.”

Young PC Finn Walsh’s excited cricket chatter followed. “Did you see that last over? Six runs off the last ball! Brought me to tears.”

Inside Meadowfield Books, Ellie scraped away the wallpaper in the vigorous manner Steve had warned against, but she wasn’t thinking about pulling a muscle at that moment. Each scrape revealed more letters, more of the cryptic message hidden beneath the layers of time.

“Saw,” she read aloud as the first complete word appeared. “Saw it…”

“Are you going to eat this?” Maggie called from the counter, her back to Ellie. “Even Michelangelo took a lunch break.”

“Gran…”

Ellie stepped back, her breath catching as the words pulsed on the wall, seeping from the lime plaster as though they were trying to grab her. She tripped over Steve, still paused on the phone screen, her breaths quick and shallow, unable to tear her eyes away from the chilling phrase.

‘WE SAW IT ALL…’

“…Gran?” Ellie’s voice wavered, still fixated on the message. “Can you forget the muffins for a moment and look at this?”

“Forget the muffins?” Maggie mumbled through a mouthful. “I’ll tell your brother you said…” Her words trailed off as she joined Ellie in front of the wall. She swallowed, then licked her lips, her expression tightening. “Saw what?”

“That answers my first question—you’ve never seen this before.”

Maggie shook her head, backing away as if the words had grown roots, trying to latch on. “The shop was my sister’s before mine, and our mother’s before that... but I remember Vera putting on that bottom blue layer with the white daisies. She talked about stripping the paper.”

“Year?”

Maggie hummed for a moment. “Your mother was pregnant with you, still dragging herself to auditions until the day you popped. I remember because Vera fell out with me for a week when I said you’d be as much my grandchild as Oliver.” She smiled apologetically. “Your Great-Aunt Vera had old-fashioned views about babies, marriage, and decorating, so we can rule her out.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, love. I don’t know where this came from.”

“Don’t be sorry.”

“But I am,” Maggie said, hugging herself tight. “I wish I knew what it meant. Do you think it could be builder slang?”

Ellie shrugged, turning back to the wall. She’d halved the remaining rectangle of wallpaper, but another strip still clung beneath the message. One tug confirmed Ellie’s suspicion that they’d only uncovered half the story.

“Why go to the trouble of telling us they saw something,” Ellie muttered, letting the paper fall from her crusty fingers, “without telling us what they saw? ‘We saw it all. Meredith Fenton killed Tim Baker.’ Gran?” She turned to find Maggie bumping into the counter, rattling the plates. “You know these names, don’t you?”

“A cruel joke.”

“Did Tim Baker die in the 1990s?” Ellie pressed.

“1994,” Maggie confirmed, her wide eyes glued to the words on the wall. “And if you don’t know Meredith Fenton, you know her husband.”

“Mr Fenton?” Ellie’s eyes widened at the memory of him. “The ‘other’ history teacher. People groaned when they got Mr Fenton instead of you. His lessons were… monotonous.”

“I’m flattered, but George Fenton was a fine teacher, got great GCSE results despite his delivery, and is a dear friend.” She paused, tucking her arms tight against her cardigan. “As was Meredith. She suffered horribly from those vicious rumours the first time around, but I will say this once and only once: Meredith Fenton is not a murderer.” Her wide eyes flicked from the wall to Ellie. “She was a sweet woman, a little on the… kooky side. But being odd doesn’t make you a killer, no matter what people in Meadowfield thought in 1994.”

Ellie barely registered her grandmother’s mix of present and past tense, her gaze already sweeping across the rest of the shop. What other secrets might lurk beneath the remaining wallpaper? “What do we do?”

Maggie shook her head, her brow furrowing deeper. “Nothing. It’s leftover, incorrect gossip from thirty years ago. Maybe whoever my sister hired to decorate thought it was funny.”

“But who? And why? This isn’t casual graffiti. It’s murder.”

“Eleanor,” Maggie said, exhaling after the emergency breakout of Ellie’s full name. “This isn’t like what happened with the Blackwood family and The Last Draft manuscript riddle. There’s no mystery for you to dig into.”

“But how can you be so sure?”

Maggie hesitated, her gaze dropping to the floor. “What happened in 1994… the frenzy that took over the village after the hauntings…”

“W-what hauntings?”

She sighed, rubbing her temples as if warding off a headache. “Ellie, I’d rather not dredge all that up. Paint over the wall, leave it alone…”

“But Gran,” Ellie pressed gently, unwilling to let the accusation slide, “if there’s a chance this is true, shouldn’t we check? For Tim Baker’s sake?”

“Ellie…” Maggie exhaled again, letting whatever she’d meant to say float away. “Tim’s fall was nothing more than an accident, and everyone—” She paused before correcting herself. “—most rational people around here know it.”

Ellie hated the dismissal, but the pain in her gran’s voice was hard to ignore. She wished they could go back to talking about Handy Steve and Oliver’s low stocks of blueberry muffins at The Giggling Goat.

“What do we do?” Ellie asked again.

“You can call the police,” Maggie said, glancing at the wall one last time before retreating to the back room. “Or you can paint over it and forget you ever saw it. Some ghosts are best left undisturbed.”

As the door to the back room closed—another oddity—Ellie stared at the black splotches, and something within those words stared back, like dark eyes peering out from an unexplored, dense forest. More than she wanted to uncover the history behind how these words ended up underneath the wallpaper at Meadowfield Books, she needed to understand why her gran was comfortable sweeping an accusation of murder under the rug, as though there was no way to read between the lines:

WE SAW IT ALL…

MEREDITH FENTON KILLED TIM BAKER.

And all Ellie wanted to do was dig between those lines.


Chapter Two


Ellie knew she should call the police. That’s what anyone would do after uncovering a decades-old secret like this. But as her gran had reminded her, Tim’s “fall” happened thirty years ago—there was no need to rush. Not yet. Gripping the scraper tightly, Ellie continued along the wall, determined to find more buried secrets beneath the layers of old wallpaper. The tool’s blade slid under the edge, and with a flick of her wrist, she peeled back a strip. Her heart lurched as the front door swung open, the bell above it jangling wildly. For a fleeting moment, she imagined uniformed officers storming in, but reality proved even more chaotic.

Her mother, Carolyn Swan, swept into the shop, swirling up the dust in a sparkly evening gown that seemed wildly out of place in the dusty bookshop. Close behind her, wielding a battered camcorder, was Carolyn’s biggest fan, shadow, and sister, Auntie Penny, to Ellie.

“And... action!” Penny announced, grinning with a thumbs up as she swung the camera around on her shoulder, pointing it straight at Ellie.

“Now isn’t the best time for…” Ellie scanned her mother’s dress, more suited to an award show than a bookshop in distress, and added, “…whatever this is.”

“Your brilliant idea, that’s what!” Carolyn struck a pose, beaming at the camera over her shoulder. “We’re filming the pilot for my reality show! Don’t you remember our pre-production meeting in my greenhouse a few months ago?”

Ellie’s brow furrowed. That wasn’t quite how she remembered it. “I told you not to try getting yourself ‘cancelled for attention,’ Mum. I said your real life would have been dramatic enough if there had been cameras to capture it.”

“Which is why I bought this!” Carolyn announced, fluffing her hair as if Ellie had just proved her point. “Don’t look like that, dear. I was economical. I recycled something for it.”

“Swapped it for a bracelet.”

“Thank you, Penny.” Carolyn silenced her sister with a glare. “How many times do I have to tell you, the camera person shouldn’t talk? It’s confusing for the viewer.”

Ellie’s stomach twisted. She knew the pearl-shaped jewellery box sitting on her mother’s mirrored dressing table containing her ‘break-the-glass-if-needed’ valuables wasn’t as full as it used to be—the shiny lid could now close, for one thing. Carolyn’s ex-husband had bought most of them, and Mr David Swan, the big-time TV producer, was already out of the picture years before Ellie was born.

“You did say I was the Executive Producer, Carolyn.”

“And aren’t you executive producing this scene right now?” Carolyn asked, fanning her hands around the shop and freezing in place at the sight of the wall. “Penny, what have we walked in on?”

“You said I wasn’t supposed to speak.”

“But you already have!”

“Well,” Penny said, gulping as she crept closer, “let me also say, jeepers creepers.”

“It’s TV gold, that’s what!” Carolyn grinned from ear to ear as she positioned herself in front of the wall. She licked her teeth before checking for lipstick in a compact that appeared from nowhere. After a few dabs of powder, she posed in front of the graffiti, where she took a moment to compose herself. “Do I mention this is my daughter’s father’s mother’s bookshop? There was never any chance of me marrying Peter Cookson, so I’m not calling her my mother-in-law.”

Maggie’s voice rang out from the back room, clear as a bell. “I heard that!”

Carolyn’s camera-ready smile faltered as she restated under her breath about never being interested in marrying Maggie’s son. Still, like Penny, her attention was drawn to the ominous message on the wall.

“So, what’s this in aid of?” Carolyn asked, tucking the compact into her bra. “Some modern art for Halloween? Strange topic to dig up, but I suppose everyone will remember what happened to Tim.”

“Gran says it’s nothing.”

“She would say that. Meredith was her best friend.”

“Was?” Ellie echoed.

“They had some falling out,” Carolyn said, waving her hand as if to rush Ellie along, already bored with the topic. “You were a baby, and I was too busy trying to get back out there, proving I still had it, to pay attention to the mother of my daughter’s⁠—”

At that moment, Maggie emerged from the back room, carrying plates of food. Her expression was flat as she said, “You can just call me Maggie, and I’d prefer you didn’t mention my shop in whatever you’re filming, thank you. There’s no telling where this might end up.”

“Reality television is very popular, I’ll have you know,” Carolyn replied with a defiant glare that dared them to judge her. “I once thought it was a little beneath me, but… there are no small shows, only big actors, or whatever the saying is. But if you think about it⁠—”

“I’d rather not,” Maggie interjected, still trying to entice Ellie with the muffins.

“This way,” Carolyn pressed on, ignoring the interruption as she did, “I’m the star, and all I have to do is capture reality!” She clapped her hands, ushering Penny toward the front door. “Okay, let’s do that again. It’ll be better if we get my reaction to the message as soon as I walk in. Film me from inside this time, and get my good side. And can we do something about the light? I don’t know how I’m expected to work in these..”

Maggie thrust the plate into Ellie’s hands, then covered the camera lens with her palm as Penny tried to zoom in on her. Penny stumbled back but didn’t argue, knowing better than to challenge Maggie’s authority. She turned to follow Carolyn, who was already planning her second take of reality.

Still stuck in the first take, Ellie set her plate on an empty shelf, her appetite from noon long gone. She didn’t know how many hours had passed since she’d first heard the church bells, but she’d cleared another wall, finding nothing.

She turned to her gran, who was moving books from one stack to another.

“You moved them there from there yesterday,” Ellie pointed out.

“And now I’m moving them from there to here,” she stated. “Or is it here to there?”

“Gran…”

She exhaled through her nostrils. “Ellie.”

“Gran, we need to talk about Meredith.”

Maggie’s eyes flickered to the camera, which Penny had trained on the front door as Carolyn walked in and out like she was in a revolving door, giving several variations of the same ‘shocked’ gasp—none of them close to the genuine confusion that had gripped everyone when they first read the message.

“Gran?” Ellie said, reaching out to rest her hand on The Wind in the Willows before it moved to a twin pile. “Please.”

“Meredith was my best friend,” Maggie said at last, relinquishing the book. “I knew George first, but Meredith and I connected over films. We loved the same old movies...” Maggie paused, her voice softening. “But what happened in 1994 with the Meadowfield Ghost Watch club—it destroyed our friendship.”

They were interrupted by a sudden crash as porcelain shattered against wooden floorboards. The plate Ellie had placed on the shelf had toppled off, breaking on impact. A ham and cheese sandwich now lay scattered across the exposed wallpaper, adding to the chaos.

Before Ellie could react, Carolyn swooped in. “This is good stuff!” she exclaimed, eyes gleaming with excitement. “A real-life haunting event, captured on film.”

“But I wasn’t pointing the camera in that direction!” Penny fumbled with the equipment before declaring, “We’ll fix it in postproduction. Action!”

Carolyn immediately slipped into what Ellie recognised as her mother’s ‘ghost hunter’ voice. The sound transported her back to the early 2000s, when Carolyn had auditioned for a similar show. Desperate for work decades after her brief stint in a 1970s soap filmed in Meadowfield, she had made Ellie pretend to be a ghost for weeks before the audition while Carolyn improvised her narration. She hadn’t got the part, and without a camera to capture the rehearsals, Ellie was now grateful for both.

“Like most things,” Ellie said, bending down to pick up the broken pieces of the plate, “there’s usually a rational explanation buried somewhere in the details.” She touched the shelf, feeling it wobble beneath her fingers. “This was Young Adult Sci-Fi, and that’s always been a little wobbly.”

“Okay, so you can explain away a falling sandwich,” Carolyn said, now narrating directly to the camera, “but this?” With a dramatic hand gesture toward the wall, she motioned Penny to zoom in until the camera was practically up Carolyn’s nose. “Dear viewer, what we are seeing here is a message from beyond the grave. A message of murder. A message... from Tim Baker himself.”

Ellie and Maggie sighed in unison—a theory so outlandish it hadn’t come up.

“I think you’re right, Gran,” Ellie said, brushing aside the wallpaper on the floor to find her phone, still paused on Steve’s frown. “I’ll call Angela.”

“Oh, it’s Angela now, is it?” Carolyn muttered, her voice dripping with disdain. “You know she hates you, dear.”

“She hates you,” Maggie corrected, shaking her head at Carolyn. “You did have a baby with her husband. No offence, Ellie.” Maggie turned to her granddaughter, her expression softening. “Angela was at the café when I nipped in for lunch earlier. No need to make a fuss calling the station. It’s been a few hours, but Oliver might know where his mum went.”

After one last lingering glance at the accusation on the wall, Ellie batted away the camera as it tried to follow her out of the bookshop. The chilly air of South Street hit her harder than expected, and she instantly regretted not grabbing her coat. Hugging herself for warmth, she glanced back at the shop—a tiny cottage with a sagging thatched roof at first glance, but so much more to Ellie. It was everything right now. Her gut twisted with the enormity of the task ahead, and the idea of reopening by Halloween already felt like a pipe dream—without the added pressure of thirty-year-old graffiti.

Determined to unravel the mysterious message, Ellie hurried down the cobbled lane, shivering as the cold seeped through her jumper. The Giggling Goat came into view, its cheerful sign swinging gently in the breeze. A warm glow spilled from the windows, promising comfort from the biting chill. Ellie pushed open the door, the bell above announcing her arrival. The scent of freshly brewed coffee and the low hum of conversation enveloped her, and for a moment, it was the most pleasant feeling she’d had all day.

“Blackberry muffin?” her brother, Oliver, asked, clicking his fingers. “Or is it blueberry? They taste the same, right?”

“No,” Ellie laughed, shaking her head. “And if Granny asks, I ate a muffin, and a sandwich, and anything else you can think of, but right now, I’m not hungry.”

“Oh my days, you’re pregnant!” Oliver gasped, his face mirroring the dramatic expressions Carolyn had been pulling earlier. “I knew it. That’s why you’re back. That’s why⁠—”

“Shut up!” Ellie cried, hugging her midsection. “Just… shut up! I’m not pregnant. I…” Oliver dropped his hands from his face, and Ellie let hers fall to her sides, though her fingers instinctively began picking at the plaster stuck to her hands. “Ever heard of Tim Baker? Meredith Fenton?”

“Meredith Fenton?” a familiar voice squawked.

Ellie turned to find Sylvia, the owner of Bramble & Brie, next door to the bookshop, waving her over to a table. She was joined by Amber Matthews, the sweet girl with pink hair who ran the antiques shop, and Zara from the gift shop, a woman who suffered no fools but had a laugh that could fill a room. Ellie had been meaning to join them more—different combinations of the shopkeepers were always in the café at one time or another—but she’d spent much of her time gobbling down sandwiches while following the latest courtroom drama between Handy Steve and Divorce Debbie.

“I saw Meredith on my rounds,” Sylvia said, patting a free chair beside her, though Ellie’s nerves were too frayed to sit still. “Poor dear.”

Zara quipped, “Don’t tell me you also work in a prison?”

Sylvia laughed, then took a sobering gulp, her bird-like features drooping with it. “Goodness, no. I volunteer at the hospital once a week. Cheese tasting for the sick. For the needy. For the young. For the old. For the families of the sick, and the families of the⁠—”

“Yes, we understand,” Zara cut in, holding up a commanding hand to silence her. “Meredith is at the hospital, where she sampled your charity cheese.”

“Oh, no, she didn’t eat any.”

“Ah!” Zara replied, slapping the table down on the wooden table. “A woman of taste!”

“A woman… in a coma.”

Sylvia’s delivery was so flat that the conversations at the nearby tables skidded to a halt, too. Ellie, unsure whether to laugh or cry, leaned in, perching on the edge of the chair.

“Sylvia, are you sure we’re talking about the same Meredith?”

“Of course!” she hissed, clutching her pearls at the mere suggestion she’d mix up such a thing. “I spoke with her husband, George Fenton. Poor fella was rather morose about the whole affair. A retired science teacher.”

“History,” Ellie corrected.

“Regardless, my Camembert failed to raise a smile,” Sylvia said, sighing as if that were the worst news she’d delivered so far. “Why do you ask? Has something happened to her? Oh, the poor dear. Sometimes death is the best option⁠—”

“She’s not dead,” Ellie interrupted, clenching her eyes for strength. “At least, I don’t think so. I’ve... found something. A message.”

“In a bottle?” Zara asked.

“Don’t be daft,” Amber giggled. “She meant a text message.”

“I meant on the wall,” Ellie said, opening her eyes with a calming breath. “Buried under six layers of wallpaper, and I shouldn’t say any more until I’ve told the police. Speaking of...” She paused, lifting off the edge of her chair and raising her voice. “I’m here to find DS Angela Cookson, if anyone’s seen her, just... say?”

Ellie turned back to Oliver, who was wiping down the counter with a damp cloth. He glanced up, met her eyes, and jerked his head toward the bathroom door. “Why didn’t you say? Mum’s in there. She’s been slacking off work all afternoon.”

As if on cue, the door swung open, and Detective Sergeant Angela Cookson emerged, a frown creasing her brow. “Oliver, the hand dryer’s on the fritz again, and you’re out of paper towels,” she announced, her tone clipped and professional even when addressing her son.

Angela’s gaze landed on Ellie, and she froze. Ellie felt the familiar weight of Angela’s stare, a mixture of surprise and something else—perhaps resentment—that had lingered as long as she could remember.

“Ellie needs you,” Oliver said, breaking the tense silence.

Angela’s eyebrows shot up. “Needs me?” she echoed, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she dragged a shredded blue paper towel over her hands. “If this is a police matter, call the station like everyone else. I’m on my break.”

“Sugar, not salt, mother,” Oliver warned.

Ellie took a deep breath, unfazed by authority figures—mostly directors—who thought they could scare you off with hard stares and clipped responses. She didn’t blame Angela for her animosity—not after what happened between Carolyn, Peter, and Angela in ’93. The ghost of that karaoke finale night lingered between them like an unspoken curse, with Ellie’s very existence a constant reminder.

“I found something,” Ellie began, her voice steady despite her nerves, “you might want to come and see something in the bookshop.”

Angela tried to frown her curiosity into disinterest, but her eyes were too pinched to pull it off. “This had better not be another body.”

Ellie remained silent, her expression grave. Angela’s face fell, irritation replaced by a flicker of concern. Without another word, she tossed the blue paper towel onto the counter and followed Ellie to the café’s door, back towards the message that had waited thirty years to haunt Meadowfield.


Chapter Three


Later that night at the cottage, Ellie wiped her hands on her apron, eyes fixed on the onions as her knife moved methodically. Each slice felt heavier, as if the day’s revelations pressed down on her more than she realised. Across the kitchen, Maggie chopped carrots with deliberate precision, but the tension in the air was thick, palpable, like the steam clouding the windows from the simmering soup.

“You know,” Maggie began, too casually, “we could use an extra pair of hands for the makeover. Joey helped me fix those roof leaks a few years back. Such a pleasant lad.”

Ellie paused, her blade hovering above the cutting board. She knew her grandmother well enough to recognise a distraction. “Gran,” she said, her voice firm as she set the knife down. “We need to talk about what we found today. About Meredith Fenton and what happened in 1994.”

The kitchen seemed to shrink, the air prickling despite the warmth from the stove. Maggie continued slicing the carrots, each thud of the knife punctuating the silence.

“Ellie,” Maggie sighed, still avoiding eye contact, “it’s just some old nonsense⁠—”

“It’s not nonsense,” Ellie cut in, leaning against the counter, her tone unwavering. “You can keep saying that, but I can’t ignore it. Someone wrote that message for a reason.”

“To throw suspicion on Meredith!”

“That’s still a reason,” Ellie replied, her voice firm. “We can’t just ignore it.”

Maggie finally set her knife down, her shoulders tense as she turned to face Ellie. “What good will come from digging up the past?” she murmured. “Some things are better left buried, and you’ll have to trust me when I say this is one of them. Meredith has suffered enough.”

“You know she’s in a coma.”

Arching an eyebrow, Maggie gave Ellie a withering look. “Gotcha, I suppose?”

“No…” Ellie reached for another onion, her hand stopping before she touched the silvery skin. “I just want to know the truth.”

Chop. Chop. Chop. “I told you the truth. She’s suffering. I visit when I can, but those are dark days. I don’t know how George manages those daily visits, but that’s love.”

Ellie imagined Mr Fenton, monotonous yet kind, keeping vigil at his wife’s bedside. It saddened her more than she expected. During her time in high school, she had Mrs Cookson—Granny Maggie—for most of her history classes, but Mr Fenton taught her first year. Boring as he was, going off on tangents from the textbooks, he had always been fair and patient. People were too harsh on him.

“When did this happen?”

“Around the time you moved back,” Maggie confessed, pushing the carrots into the boiling water and adding more salt, even though she’d already salted it twice. “And before you ask, it wasn’t your burden to carry. Nobody knows what happened. George found her unconscious by the bird feeder in their garden. She hasn’t been responsive since.”

Ellie’s heart ached for this woman she’d never met, but before she could voice her thoughts, Maggie hurried out of the kitchen. Alone, Ellie added the onions to the frying pan, but the sizzle didn’t come. Why were they pretending everything was normal? Maggie insisted on cooking because it was their routine, but they didn’t always prepare a full roast dinner on a Saturday night after a long day of DIY at the bookshop.

Ellie craned her neck, half-expecting her gran to have slipped away, but Maggie came hurrying back down the hall, carrying a battered cardboard box. Setting it on the kitchen table with a thud, she began spreading out yellowed newspaper clippings. Ellie turned the vegetable soup down to a simmer and joined her gran at the table, the smell of cold onions and oil lingering in the air.

“The summer of 1994,” Maggie began, her voice low and tinged with reluctance, “was when everything changed in Meadowfield.”

Ellie leaned in, her eyes scanning the headlines of the old articles. ‘Strange Lights Spotted Over Village Green’, ‘Unexplained War Memorial Sounds Baffle Locals’, ‘Cold Spots: Natural Phenomenon or Supernatural Occurrence?’

“It started with little things nobody could explain,” Maggie continued. “Odd noises in the night, lights, the usual stuff that goes bump in the night. I thought it would fizzle out, like when all the students started wearing Doc Martens one year.” She laughed at the memory, but the shadow of the next one rid her of her smile. “It became a fire that something always fuelled. By autumn, everyone had a ghost story. Noises, lights… I’ll never forget one girl claiming an ‘entity threw’ her mum across the room, only to confront her mother and find out they’d already performed the exorcism, and it only cost them £99. And all that was before Meredith formed the Ghost Watch Club.”

Ellie’s eyebrows shot up. “Ghost Watch Club?”

Maggie nodded solemnly. “Meredith had an experience when she was a girl. Her ‘divine encounter,’ she called it.” Her nostrils flared, and Ellie could tell her gran was holding back a sigh. “She told me about it the first time we met. I found it endearing, at first. But Meredith... she had a way of drawing people in, and she added a lot of fuel to the fire.”

“But the fire did stop,” Ellie pointed out, glancing around the cottage as though she could see the entire village. “A plate might occasionally fall off a wobbly shelf, but we’re hardly a paranormal hotspot. What put an end to all the phantasmagoria?”

Maggie sucked air through her teeth. “Ooh, delicious word.”

“Learned it from a film I nitpicked on—was voted the worst film of 2015.”

“Congratulations,” Maggie said dryly, sliding a newspaper clipping across the table toward Ellie. It was an excerpt from the Wiltshire Chronicle, the headline reading: ‘Daily Ghost Tours Boost Meadowfield Economy’. “A certain buzz was in the air as the nights grew darker. We love our spooky stories here in Wiltshire, but that year, the Halloween spirit overtook the village. There was a feeling that All Hallow’s Eve would be the night that proved everything, once and for all.”

“Proved that ghosts were real?” Ellie asked, barely glancing at the article’s quote from Harold at The Drowsy Duck, proclaiming an increase in beer sales. She was too focused on Maggie. Her gran nodded, and Ellie asked, “Did it?”

“Tim Baker died that night,” Maggie revealed, pushing another article forward, this time a front-page spread. Ellie unfolded the Meadowfield Gazette, a newspaper that had fallen out of circulation long before she left the village for Cardiff. The headline read: ‘Popular Photographer’s Pub Fall Death’. “Down the stone steps into The Drowsy Duck’s cellar. Someone left the door open, and nobody could explain what happened.”

“And you think he fell?”

Maggie sucked in a sharp, shaky breath, her shoulders tensing into a shrug. “It does make sense. An open door in a pub doesn’t need more than that, especially on a night like that. People were waiting for something to happen. It’s like they willed it into existence.”

“Or someone used that,” Ellie countered. “There’s no knowing what happened without proof.”

“What I do know is that Meadowfield woke up from a trance the following day. After a death, it wasn’t fashionable to want to be haunted anymore. The tour groups kept coming for a while, but the lights, cold spots, and exorcisms stopped—it was like it had never happened.”

“So, you chalk it up to an accident and move on?” Ellie asked, hardly able to believe her ears. “You talk about him like he was a sacrifice to whet a public appetite.”

“And you talk as though I could have changed how any of it played out,” Maggie replied, so sharp that Ellie recoiled into her neck. “Believe me, I tried, but in the end, what else do you do? A man died, and this village’s obsession with the afterlife died with him. And on top of that... Meredith and I... our friendship didn’t survive.”

“Was it the rumours about her killing him?”

Maggie closed her eyes, shaking her head. “She broke my heart for the same reason people accused her of murder. She wouldn’t stop claiming that Tim’s tragic death happened at the hands of a ghost.” Her lids flickered open, and she glanced up at the ceiling lights, her lower lashes shimmering with unshed tears. “I waited a reasonable amount of time for her to come to her senses, but she felt so... lost.” She scanned a hand up and down her face, like there was a pane of glass blocking her. “I couldn’t get through, and that’s all I wanted to do. To find her. To bring her back. But she couldn’t understand why I wasn’t on her page. And I… I don’t think I’m making sense.”

“I once had an actor spend his forty-five-minute lunch break trying to convince me to join him at a Scientology meeting. Funny enough, on the set of Phantasmagoria 3.”

Maggie shuddered at the thought, a momentary respite. “They made a second and a third one?”

“Six, but who was counting at that point?”

“Well, that sounds like a hellish lunch break,” Maggie agreed, her smile fading back to the blank look that only came when forced to wade into one’s darkest corners. “I suppose you could say Meredith was trying to sell me on the idea of ghosts. She was trying to convince everyone. She believed so much, and I... I’ve just read too many historical documents of ‘ghost sightings’ that are easy to explain today.” Leaning in, she whispered, “If it’s three in the morning, you’re wandering around a Victorian manor by candlelight, and your husband just died from consumption, there’s something wrong if you’re not seeing ghosts. When cameras came along, suddenly a lot less ghosts, and when cameras got superb and in everyone’s pockets…”

“I’d just think it was a filter today.”

“Because it is,” Maggie says with a chuckle, “and always was.”

Maggie winced as she tidied up the articles, slicing her finger in a neat paper cut. It took a moment before the blood bubbled to the surface. She clenched her finger in her other hand and rushed to the kitchen.

“Maybe I do believe in ghosts,” she called out, trying to inject a cheery laugh into her voice. “It would explain why I feel so off-kilter every time I’m forced to think about that time.” She let cold water rush over her finger while Ellie dug around for a plaster in one of the many old biscuit tins—dating from several decades ago—stacked in the fit-to-bursting cupboards.

“If I did believe,” Maggie continued, “I still couldn’t have gone along with Meredith. A third of the village thought a ghost killed Tim because of Meredith, and another third thought she killed him and was hiding behind spirits. The rest of us just wanted to know what actually happened.”

“She could have pushed him.”

“She didn’t.”

Ellie secured a second plaster around Maggie’s finger, then gave it a quick kiss. “All better. I know reliving the past can be difficult, Gran. And I know you’ll tell me to let it stay buried, but it’s too late. History has been unearthed, and I unearthed it.”

“Fine,” Maggie muttered, before adding, “but keep me out of it.”

After the clippings were stuffed back in their box, dinner was quiet. The chill of the conservatory crept into their bones as they ate. The warmth of Ellie’s summer return had vanished, even though it had been there just that same chilly morning. Now, the not-so-distant past seeped in like a cold mist washing over the Wiltshire hills, and Ellie was expected to eat her dinner and pretend she wasn’t shivering to her core. Maggie excused herself, blaming her early night on a headache. Their usual post-dinner ritual of choosing between “a book or a film” felt like a void, a comfort Ellie hadn’t realised she needed until it was gone.

Ellie cleared up alone, her eyes constantly drawn to the box of clippings every time she opened the wrong cupboard door. The kitchen layout felt foreign now, something else she’d been sure about that morning. She dried her hands and glanced upstairs as her gran moved about, settling in for the night. This would be her last chance to catch her, to try one more time before morning. But Maggie needed rest. She needed space.

Ellie made tea, hoping for solace. Curled up in the armchair, the house’s silence pressed in, and the thought of the box of articles waiting in the kitchen made her skin itch. Abandoning the tea by the fireplace, she snatched up the archival box by its handles and crept up to her room.

Ellie sat cross-legged on her bed, the old newspaper clippings spread out before her like a jigsaw puzzle of Meadowfield’s past. The familiar comfort of her nightly ritual—reading Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier—was set aside, replaced by an urgent need to understand the months preceding her birth and why Tim Baker’s death had ended the spectacle that still haunted her gran.

Her eyes scanned the headlines, each one more sensational than the last. "Ghost Sightings Increase," “Village Gripped by Paranormal Fever,” “Local Woman Claims Spectral Encounter.” Ellie furrowed her brow as she tried to piece together the timeline of events. The progression from isolated incidents to full-blown hysteria was clear, but the underlying cause remained elusive.

A soft creak from the hallway made Ellie glance up, half-expecting to see her grandmother in the doorway. But the house remained silent, leaving her alone with the ghosts of Meadowfield’s past.

Meredith Fenton’s name surfaced repeatedly in the articles, a steady figure amid swirling rumours and supernatural tales. Ellie’s finger hovered over a grainy black-and-white photo of a younger Meredith, epitomising a free-spirited, hippy ghost enthusiast. Meredith’s wild curls, crowned by a bandana, framed a face brimming with unrestrained excitement. Beads and pendants of various shapes and sizes hung around her neck, each likely bearing some spiritual significance. Her attire—a patchwork of flowing fabrics—added to the image of someone deeply immersed in another realm.

In the photo, Meredith’s arms were stretched wide as if embracing the air itself, her expression one of pure awe. She stood outside the local music shop on South Street, better known for its vinyl collection than any ghostly presence. Yet, the article insisted, Meredith had declared it a paranormal hotspot.

Ellie read the quote aloud, a trick she’d learned from script-reading to catch the important details: “It was absolutely transcendental,” Meredith’s words began, the exuberance almost tangible. “Right there, outside the music shop, a figure floated across the street. Not just any figure, mind you, but a luminous apparition, clear as the records in the window. I wasn’t alone; three other witnesses were with me, and our collective gasp was lost in the night air. It was a moment of pure connection, a confirmation that there’s more to this world than what meets the eye, and the upcoming séance will prove our home’s special connection to the other side.”

Despite what Ellie thought, Meredith seemed sincere in her quote, but Ellie still struggled to imagine a ghost zipping down South Street. The strangest thing she’d seen there was Oliver crawling out of a taxi after a wild night, only to charm everyone at the café the next day. But an actual ghost? Like her gran, and unlike Meredith, Ellie had encountered nothing that would make her jump to conclusions about the afterlife.

As Ellie pored over the yellowed articles, names and faces from Meadowfield’s past emerged. She grabbed her leather-bound notepad and ‘I Love Meadowfield’ pen—bought ironically at first—and started jotting down key figures, the nib scratching against the paper in the quiet room.

One name jumped out: Paul Holloway. A skinny eighteen-year-old with a bright yellow mohawk and a sleeveless, ripped denim jacket. A keen photographer, Paul was quoted saying he “didn’t believe, as such,” but that if he captured something on film, he “might be persuaded to change his beliefs.” Ellie vaguely remembered seeing a man with a mohawk during her childhood, but not since her return. He was second only to Meredith in the number of photos he appeared in—a striking figure who seemed to attend every Ghost Watch Club meeting covered by the paper. And judging by the number of hauntings recorded, he was there for plenty.

There was also Cassandra Winters, a seventeen-year-old girl who claimed she could communicate with the dead “whenever she wanted.” One article described her channelling the spirit of a long-deceased villager during a séance at The Drowsy Duck, just before Tim’s fall. Another suggested she had attacked a reporter when challenged about the existence of an afterlife.

George Fenton’s name popped up too, the dissenting voice amidst the believers. The articles were quick to point out that the Ghost Watch Club wasn’t ‘all pro-ghost,’ with George taking every opportunity to brand the whole affair as ‘poppycock,’ never hiding his skepticism. His quotes often followed Meredith’s, like a measured counterpoint of reason, no doubt deliberately arranged by the journalist. One full-page letter George wrote to the editor denounced the Ghost Watch Club’s activities as ‘mass hysteria’ and ‘a blight on Meadowfield’s reputation,’ condemning the paper for printing such ‘tripe’ week after week. And they did. It didn’t take Ellie long to put the issues in chronological order; only a few articles were missing. Her gran had kept articles on everything local, maintaining an unbiased record. If she suspected the ghost frenzy might one day become myth, she was going to be the one documenting it. Her commitment had waned over the years, but her records from Ellie’s childhood and earlier were as complete as any local archive.

Putting George’s letter aside, Ellie couldn’t help but wonder how his views had affected his marriage to Meredith, who was obsessed with the supernatural. She also considered how the ghosts had affected Harold Fletcher, the landlord of The Drowsy Duck. The pub had been a cosy spot during Ellie’s childhood, but now it had a reputation as Meadowfield’s equivalent to the Wild West. It seemed the calm pub lunches of her youth were a brief interlude, as Harold had once enthusiastically leaned into the ‘constant spiritual activity’ at the pub to promote his two-for-one Ghost Ale, which he claimed could ‘enhance the drinker’s ability to communicate with spirits.’ When a journalist cheekily asked if he meant it would boost their ability to ‘order spirits and make them doubles,’ Harold declined further comment.

Dr Evelyn Marsh rounded out the Ghost Watch Club, another skeptic, with a background in psychology. Her name was mentioned in connection with several villagers who sought treatment for sleep disturbances during the height of the ghost fever, something the local GP couldn’t keep up with. He had humorously requested the local ghosts adopt ‘more appropriate haunting hours.’ Ellie was intrigued by the psychological angle behind Meadowfield’s madness, but Dr Marsh’s name stopped appearing in the issues leading up to Tim’s death, and there was no mention of her afterward.

Turning to a fresh page in her notebook, Ellie summarised the key figures:

- Paul Holloway - Photographer - undecided

- Cassandra Winters - Medium - believer

- George Fenton - Retired schoolteacher - sceptic

- Meredith Fenton - Ghost lady - BELIEVER

- Dr Evelyn Marsh - Scientist - full sceptic

She tossed the pad and pen onto the well-worn rug. Yawning, she flicked off the light and let her head sink into the pillow. The moment her eyes shut, the message from 1994 appeared as vivid in her mind as it had on the wall, scrawled in what she assumed was black spray paint.

They saw it all…

“So, who were you?” Ellie whispered aloud, flipping her pillow to the other side, which was cold tonight. “And what did you see?”

If DS Angela Cookson didn’t have concrete answers by tomorrow afternoon, Ellie wouldn’t be able to stop herself from diving into the first step of her historical research. She would find out who was still alive from the 1994 branch of the Meadowfield Ghost Watch.


Chapter Four


“Duchess! Heel!” Auntie Penny’s voice rang out from around the corner, followed by the enthusiastic yapping of Carolyn’s dog, Duchess the Third. The little white Maltese bounded up to Ellie, the lead ripping from Penny’s grasp, her fluffy tail wagging in delight as she spotted Ellie. Ellie couldn’t help but smile as she bent down to give the dog a quick pat.

“Ellie, there you are!” Auntie Penny hurried over, every part of her outfit a different shade of autumnal orange, resembling a walking one-woman pumpkin patch. “There’s been an emergency! A terrible, terrible emergency.”

With Auntie Penny, it was often terrible, frequently an emergency, and the source of the frenzy could always be traced back to Ellie’s mother. Ellie handed the lead back, although Duchess hadn’t stopped springing up on her hind legs.

“Such a dreadful morning,” Penny bemoaned, biting her bottom lip. “That was an omen, you know. That message. Things haven’t been right since, have they? First Duchess running off, then I discovered the pain in my foot was an ingrown toenail this morning… And get this…” She glanced around the village green before leaning closer to Ellie. “There was a segment about ingrowns on This Morning, right after a story about a woman being haunted by Barbara Windsor. You know, from the telly.”

“This morning’s This Morning? It’s Sunday, Auntie Penny. I’m sure it’s only on weekdays.”

Penny paused, considering. Her finger wagged in thought. “You know, that would explain why they kept saying it was Thursday. I thought they’d got the days wrong, then I thought I had. They just kept saying Thursday, and...” She laughed, clicking her fingers. “That explains why the post office isn’t open!”

“That’ll do it,” Ellie said, almost wishing a camera crew had captured the exchange. A ten-second clip of Auntie Penny’s unfiltered thoughts could have gone viral, but Ellie knew a few producers who’d have loved it. “Anyway, it’s good I caught you, what with you working in telly. Is that how you knew This Morning isn’t on weekends? Trade secrets, eh?”

“That, and the TV guide,” Ellie said, already walking alongside her. “Lead the way to whatever it is, Auntie Penny. I need to get to the shop soon, though.”

“Looking for more messages, are we?”

“Yes, as it happens.”

“Your head will be spinning around next!” Penny gasped at her own cheekiness before letting out a naughty laugh. “I shouldn’t say such things. Don’t want a repeat of last time, do we?”

“As long as people keep their heads on straight, we won’t have a repeat of last time.”

Before following Penny into her mother’s cottage, the last house on the terraced row facing The Old Bell pub across the green, Ellie took a moment to survey the village. Was it her imagination, or was everything unusually still, even for a Sunday? A small group of people were gathered around someone’s phone, gasping in apparent shock. Her gran had predicted it would all catch fire by the end of next week, but back then, they hadn’t had smartphones. Ellie gave it until the end of the day.

In the small, gleaming white kitchen at the back of the cottage, Ellie followed Auntie Penny to the old camcorder sitting in the middle of the island on top of the induction hob.

“They said at the exchange it’s an old telly camera, so you should know what to do,” Penny pleaded, glancing upstairs. “Your mother really wants this reality show to work. I haven’t seen her this excited about a project in years.” She shoved the camera into Ellie’s hands. “So, why won’t it work?”

Ellie turned it over in her hands, pressing a few buttons, but it remained stubbornly unresponsive. “I worked in historical continuity, not camera repair,” she muttered, more to herself than to Penny. “And even if I operated cameras, I think this thing predates me, which officially makes it vintage.” She placed the camera back on the polished marble. “You’d get a clearer picture using your mobile on a tripod.”

“Well, we’ve already got the camera, and we don’t have a tripod,” Penny mused, her foot tapping on the floor as if trying to drum an idea from her shoes to her brain. “There’s a photography studio on South Street. We almost hired them for your wedding, way back when. Maybe they can help?”

Ellie winced at the reminder of her almost-wedding but let it slide. “I haven’t noticed the studio, but I’ve not reacquainted myself with every corner of Meadowfield yet.

Before Ellie could make an excuse to get to the bookshop, her gaze wandered to the yard. There, amidst the morning dew, stood Daniel, hanging his nan’s washing on the line. Despite his concentration, the pegs kept slipping from his grasp, flying across the enclosed yard.

“You need a camera expert, which I’m not,” Ellie said, thrusting the camera back at Penny with the same vigour Penny had handed it to her. “The photography studio is a better bet.” She slipped through the back door, with Duchess cramming herself out and nearly tripping Ellie over. Ellie caught her balance and straightened up, noticing Daniel already staring at her. “Morning.”

“You alright?” Daniel rushed up to the wall. “You almost fell?”

“Did I?” Ellie turned out her bottom lip. “Don’t remember that. Nice bra.”

Daniel screwed up the underwear he hadn’t realised he’d been clenching, then tossed it behind him into a washing basket. “It’s my nan’s. I... I hear you’ve got some ghostly confessions happening at the bookshop. Any ectoplasm to mop up yet?”

A smile warmed Ellie's cheeks. “If only it were that simple. No, it’s much more straightforward—an accusation of murder, actually. The police are ‘looking into it,’ but they dropped off the keys at first light and aren’t going to investigate the shop further.”

Daniel’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Murder? Who’s accused?”

“Meredith Fenton,” Ellie said, lowering her voice as if the name itself carried weight. “Do you know any of these names?” She rattled off the names she’d found in the newspaper clippings.

Before Daniel could respond, his nan shuffled into the yard, her eyes sharp despite her frail appearance. “Dr Evelyn Marsh,” she muttered, her voice carrying a hint of disdain.

“Oh?” Ellie turned to her, curiosity piqued. “You knew her?”

“Knew of her,” Daniel’s nan corrected. “Dead.” With that, she shuffled off into the house, leaving Ellie and Daniel standing in the yard.

Ellie knew Daniel’s nan didn’t think much of her, mainly because she was Carolyn’s daughter. Daniel often found it amusing, pointing out during their casual drinks at the pub how unlike her mother Ellie was.

Daniel shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, I don’t know the names either, but maybe you can help me with something else.” He hesitated, glancing down at the ground. “Do you remember me mentioning the road safety assembly we do every year, and how we tell Luke’s story?”

Ellie’s heart tightened at the mention of Luke, unresolved grief bubbling up to the surface. She shifted uncomfortably, her gaze fixed on a patch of grass. “Yes, I remember.”

“I was wondering if you’d want to be part of the assembly this year, to tell your firsthand experiences,” Daniel said, his voice gentle but persistent. “No pressure, of course, but you said you were learning to move past it, and...”

Ellie felt a lump form in her throat. The thought of speaking about Luke publicly was almost too much to bear. “I... I don’t know if I can, Daniel. I’ve got the shop renovations to focus on.”

“Of course,” Daniel said quickly, a flush of embarrassment colouring his cheeks. “Just think about it, okay?”

Ellie nodded, eager to change the subject. “How about a drink tonight? At the pub?”

“I can’t tonight. Dreaded parents’ evening.”

Ellie felt a pang of disappointment at his refusal, and the feeling tightened into a knot when he didn’t suggest another time. Had she misread the signals when she first came back home?

“What do you mean, she can’t fix it?” Carolyn’s voice floated in from the kitchen. “She worked in television, didn’t she?”

“So did you, Carolyn.”

“I was in front of the camera.”

Ellie sighed and glanced back at Daniel. “Thanks for asking. I’ll think about it.”

“Take your time,” he replied, offering her a soft smile before returning to the washing line. “Good luck with the shop. I saw some bloke sitting on the doorstep earlier, like he was waiting.”

Intrigued, Ellie asked, “What bloke?”

“I’m not sure, but he looked... jolly?"

Sneaking out through the back gate, Ellie set off for the bookshop, taking the long way around. Her feet traced familiar paths, the air crisp and filled with the scent of autumn leaves. As she approached the school, her gaze fell upon the bench dedicated to Luke. The polished brass plaque glinted in the morning sun, a stark reminder of a life cut short far too soon.

Luke had crashed his motorbike just outside the school, three weeks after she’d called off their wedding. They were only eighteen, and Luke had never made it to twenty. Ellie’s heart ached at the memory. The flowers she had left when she first returned were still there, weathered and crinkled. She knelt, gently removing them and placing them in a nearby bin. The action felt symbolic, a small step towards facing her own history, especially for the sake of teaching kids about road safety. She’d think about it.

Ellie continued her walk, passing the war memorial and crossing the green in a diagonal line. The village was waking up, with the usual morning bustle of Meadowfield beginning to hum. As she neared Blackwood House, she spotted Charles Blackwood outside, painting the railings. He nodded to her, and she nodded back, a silent acknowledgement of the Last Draft manuscript drama his grandfather had left behind.

Turning the corner onto South Street, Ellie was surprised to find her gran already at the bookshop. Maggie stood outside, laughter ringing out as she chatted with a tanned man with sun-kissed brown hair and a wide, open face, sporting a cheeky smile. As Daniel had foretold, there was no other way to describe him but jolly.

Maggie spotted Ellie and waved her over, the laughter still dancing in her eyes. “Ellie, this is Joey,” she said, gesturing to the young tradesperson. “I told you about him last night. He was supposed to be working on the restoration at Blackwood House, but Charles is having cold feet, so...”

“Here’s Joey!” Joey extended a hand, his smile warm, genuine, and wide. It reached to his eyes, which were big, brown, and sparkled like Walt Disney himself had drawn them. “My dad named me after that guy from that sitcom.”

“Friends?” Ellie asked, still shaking his hand at the end of an arm that seemed to be made of rubber. “Nice to meet you.”

“That’s the one,” he said, giving her hand a last squeeze before letting go. “Never actually seen it." He rocked back on his heels and took in the shop, whistling as his cartoonish eyes absorbed the scope of the problems. “This place needs a little love.”

“But it can be fixed?” Maggie asked, a note of desperation colouring her voice.

“Most things can be,” he said confidently, rubbing his hands together. “Truth be told, this is right up my street. You know me, Mrs C. Can’t sit still for more than five minutes, can I?”

“You always were a fidget in class, and please, Maggie is perfectly fine, Joey,” she said. “And we have little of a budget because we can’t really sell books right now, which is, funnily enough, how we make money, so we can⁠—”

“Just pay me when the numbers are up, and I won’t hear any more about it. I know you’re good for it, Mrs C.” He laughed, shaking his head. “Maggie. Sorry. It’s been eight years since I left school, but you’ll always be my history teacher. Wouldn’t have got that B without you. Only B, truth be told.”

“Letters on a page,” Maggie said, using a phrase Ellie had heard countless times. “You’ve got a good heart, Joey. Now, where are my manners? Tea? Builder’s brew?”

“Good and proper.”

“Good and proper, coming up.”

“Make that two,” Ellie said, curiously approaching the newcomer. “It’s nice to have a real professional on set. Is the shop really that simple to fix?”

Joey kept his jolly smile until Maggie disappeared into the back, and the kettle was boiling. Then his smile faltered at the corners. “Look. Anyone else, I’d tell them to cut their losses and not waste their time, but I couldn’t break her heart like that.” He scratched at his soft chin; if he could grow stubble, Ellie couldn’t see it. “You got ideas?”

“I-Ideas?”

“Business ideas?” he urged quickly. “To make this place work. Now, I ain’t no Alan Sugar, but when you go in and out of places fixing things enough times, you get a sense of what works and what doesn’t. And let me tell you this—I haven’t been going in and out of many bookshops lately.”

“A thought that’s sure to keep me up at night for the rest of my life,” she said, rubbing the creases in her forehead, wondering how many more times the situation could hop from the ‘bad’ lily pad to ‘worse,’ and so on. “I was thinking of getting a coffee machine from somewhere.”

His eyes lit up again. “Ooh, like lattes? You could print little book quotes on the cups, and that.”

“That’s… a great idea,” Ellie said, already digging in her bag for her pad and pen. “Look, if this really is the last gasp for the bookshop, we’re going out with wallpaper on the walls and books on the shelves. Can you do that?”

“Oh, easy.”

“Lovely,” Ellie said, patting him on the arm. “Now, first, please—before anything—can you fix that wobbly doorframe?”

“Easy,” he repeated, but the graffiti drew Joey in on his way to tool boxes stacked up on the empty shelves. He couldn’t seem to stop himself from getting as close as possible—everyone else had kept a fearful distance. “My grandad told me about Tim Baker once.”

“Oh?”

“Said a ghost killed him at The Drowsy Duck.” He turned to face Ellie, shrugging as though he didn’t believe it himself. “Sounds like a cover-up, but he said The Duck was some sort of entrance to the afterlife. Ancient graveyard, or something.”

This was the first Ellie was hearing about an ancient graveyard. “Any proof?”

Joey laughed, shaking his head. “Gramps also thought they were trying to kill us with toothpaste, too, so believe what you want. He almost joined the Ghost Watch Club, but Meredith freaked him out.” His smile faded as he took a step back from the scrawl. “They’re both Meadowlings. Born and raised here, and they went to St. Augustin’s school together. Think that burned down ages ago, but Gramps said she’d spend all her time sitting on a tree stump, just... talking to some ghost for hours. Meredith The Mad, they called her.” He twisted his mouth into a half-smile, clearly uncomfortable admitting how strange it sounded. “Live and let live, I say, but even that’s a bit... odd.”

“She was odd,” Maggie called from the back room, her voice tinged with exasperation. “And she didn’t apologise for it, either. And your grandad missed little by skipping the club meetings. I went to a couple to appease Meredith, and it was a lot of much ado about nothing.”

“Didn’t you see any of the stuff from the history book in person?” Joey asked, folding his arms to reveal thick biceps straining against his polo shirt sleeves. “The evidence?”

Ellie’s ears pricked up. “History book?”

“Prematurely published,” Maggie stated flatly. “History is a stretch. It’s a historical record of a work of fiction. Photographs, mainly, and they do nothing but show how far some people went to spin the yarn.”

Maggie fell silent, and Ellie could sense her reluctance to divulge more information. Undeterred, she turned back to Joey, pulling out the old articles she’d found in the box before breakfast. “I’ve been doing some research,” she said, spreading the clippings on a nearby table. “Paul Holloway, Cassandra Winters... there are a few other names, too.”

Joey leaned in, examining the yellowed papers. “You know,” he said slowly, “Paul and Cassie are a couple.”

“Oh, that’s them,” Maggie said, recalling the memory. “They’re photographers.”

“They photographed my cousin’s dog’s wedding,” Joey added with a faraway smile. “Lovely couple.”

“Paul and Cassie or the dogs?” Ellie asked, though she didn’t need the answer.

“Would they happen to have a photography studio somewhere on South Street?”

Maggie sighed, her resolve weakening. “Above Zara’s shop,” she said, her tone revealing more interest than she’d previously let on. “I think the entrance is round the back.”

Ellie glanced at Joey, who seemed eager to dive into the mystery, then at her grandmother, whose weariness was becoming more apparent by the moment. Maggie’s gaze lingered on Tim’s name, and for a moment, a flicker of something—doubt? regret?—crossed her face.

“If this was just a simple trip-and-fall accident,” Ellie pressed, lowering her voice, “why are so many things suggesting otherwise?”

“Sounds like we’re on a case!” Joey declared, rubbing his hands together. “I’ve always wanted to solve a murder. Where do we get started?”

“You get started by finishing taking off the wallpaper,” Maggie said, already sounding tired as she thrust a scraper into his hands. “After that, we were just going to let Handy Steve guide the way.”

“Aww, I loved Steve,” Joey said, his bushy brows drooping in sympathy. “I cried when I heard what happened to Mr Bean.”

“Say a word about what happens to that cat,” Maggie warned as she returned with two cups of strong tea, “and you’ll be solving your own murder, Joey.”

Joey laughed, though his eyes did dart to the door.

“That would be a spoiler,” Ellie mouthed.
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The rest of the day passed in a blur of peeling wallpaper and casual chatter. Joey continued to be sweet and talkative, and Ellie decided his name suited him—his easy-going nature was a welcome distraction from the weight of the mystery.

As the afternoon wore on, Ellie noticed her grandmother becoming increasingly fixated on restoring everything to how it was. Maggie even tried to scrub away the spray paint, though her efforts proved futile. It became clear that despite her earlier insistence on Ellie taking the lead, Maggie couldn't fully step back. Ellie should have known that a retired teacher would find it hard to stay on the sidelines.

“Alright, Joey, that’s enough for today,” Maggie finally said, her voice tinged with exhaustion. “You’d best head home.”

Joey nodded, wiping his hands on a rag. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Yes, please,” Ellie replied, trying to muster a smile despite her own fatigue.

After Joey left, Maggie made her excuses and headed out, leaving Ellie alone in the bookshop. The silence was both a relief and a burden. She stared at the partially stripped walls, feeling the weight of the mystery pressing down on her. The words ‘WE SAW IT ALL’ seemed to mock her, daring her to uncover their secrets.

Determined, Ellie searched for more clues on the walls they had yet to tackle. She made her way upstairs, coughing as the dust swirled around her on the stairs. She peeked into the upstairs room—once a second floor to the shop, though not in her lifetime. Boxes filled with books from downstairs were stacked inside, waiting to be unpacked. She closed the door, not ready for the daunting task of emptying the space just yet.

She stepped back, and her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out to find a notification from a job site:

TEXT MESSAGE: 🔔 New alerts (3) in YOUR (TV/FILM) field!

Ellie had given up checking these notifications over the past few months, too focused on the bookshop and the mystery that now consumed her. For the first time since agreeing to stay, the old urge to run away resurfaced. She let out a bitter laugh, knowing having to think about Luke today hadn’t helped.

Giving up on the books for now, she made her way outside to the alley behind the shop. The last light of the day filtered through the windows, casting long shadows across the ground. Leaning against the cool brick wall, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“That sort of day?” a familiar voice called out.

Ellie hesitated, then spilled out her worries and fears. The graffiti, the old newspaper clippings, the Ghost Watch Club—it all came tumbling out in a rush of words.

Sylvia listened intently, her excitement growing with each revelation. “Another mystery in Meadowfield! How thrilling!”

“It’s different this time, Sylvia,” Ellie protested, shaking her head. “The body is from thirty years ago. It’s ancient history.”

“Ancient?” Sylvia scoffed. “1994 wasn’t that long ago. I remember it like it was yesterday. I was on…” She counted on her fingers and said, “…husband number two. We lived in Kensington. He was an oil baron—dreadfully boring,” she confessed in a whisper, leaving Ellie to wonder just who Meadowfield’s busiest body was. “But really, 1994 might have been last century, but most of the people in the village were around then. I know I didn’t live here then, but almost eighty percent of Wiltshire is over the age of thirty.” Sylvia added in a lower voice, “So, if you apply that to Meadowfield’s sixteen hundred residents and take a couple off to account for re-locators, like myself, there’s over one thousand people in the local area who will have some memories of what happened to Tim Baker.”

“Sylvia…” Ellie said, looking her right in the eye. “Thank you. I need to hear some facts to bring me back down to earth, but… I have to ask… how do you know that?”

“You don’t keep abreast of the census reports?” Sylvia curled out her bottom lip as though she couldn’t believe everyone didn’t. “Regardless, one thousand people will still be like looking for a needle in a haystack, so I suggest you try to narrow that down.”

“I might already have. There was a ghost watch club, and Tim was a member. If the reports at the time are to be believed, these were the people he spent most of his time around leading up to his death.”

Sylvia tapped her chin thoughtfully. “You know, I’m pretty sure young Amber is related to Tim somehow. Either that, or she said something that sounded like ‘cousin’ this morning. You know how the youths like to mumble, but it might still be worth looking into.” Glancing around, she beckoned Ellie closer with a finger. “From where I’m standing, you’ve found one huge convincing argument for murder.”

“Even if the police don’t think so?”

“Sweet Ellie, if you’d waited around for the police when you were on the scent of the Blackwood case, we’d still be waiting for them to figure out exactly what happened with Edmund Blackwood’s Last Draft.”

Back in the shop alone, Ellie stood before the graffiti. She scanned the letters for any hint about the writer. The bold words were unremarkable in design, yet they carried the weight of history. A recording from a source Ellie needed to verify.

A sudden cold draught brushed against her neck, sending a shiver down her spine. She turned quickly, half expecting to see someone standing behind her, but the shop was empty. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and her heart began to race. She shook her head, trying to dispel the unease creeping over her.

“It’s just a draught,” she muttered to herself, though she wasn’t entirely convinced. The rational part of her mind insisted that old buildings like this often had draughts, especially ones undergoing renovation. But another part of her couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone.

She glanced once more at the message on the wall, then quickly turned and headed for the door, her footsteps echoing in the empty shop. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the words were watching her.

Later that evening, Ellie returned home to find her grandmother in the kitchen, humming along to the radio as she cooked gammon and chips for dinner. Still distracted, Ellie decided not to press for answers, knowing it would be like pulling teeth after how she’d been dancing around Joey’s curiosity about the case all afternoon. Instead, she retreated to the Victorian wrought-iron conservatory at the back of the old stone cottage. She curled up in a wicker chair, wrapped herself in a fluffy blanket, and pulled out her laptop.

As she waited for it to boot up, her gaze drifted to the pergola in the garden, where Luke had proposed. They’d been teenagers. Children. A wave of emotion washed over her. Could she really talk about him to a room full of kids? She wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready to face that.

Shaking off the memory, Ellie refocused on the screen as it lit up. She had different history to rake over now. Someone had sprayed that message, knowing it would be found one day, and Ellie needed to know why.

Why leave the message?

Why the bookshop?

Why Meredith?

“Ellie?” Granny Maggie called from the kitchen. “Was that you I heard coming in?”

“I’m in,” Ellie replied, her fingertips dancing over the keys of the search engine bar, ready to uncover the digital footprints Dr Evelyn Marsh’s ghost had left behind. To herself, she added, “I’m all in.”


Chapter Five


Early the next morning, a thick blanket of clouds cast a dreary haze over Meadowfield. Ellie pushed open the door of The Giggling Goat café, greeted by the warm aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Oliver stood in front of the counter, staring at the display cabinet like Ellie had been staring at the graffiti on the bookshop wall for the past twenty minutes.

“Help,” Oliver said, barely glancing at her as she joined him, looking at the loaves lined up in neat rows. “Does the left side or the right side look better?”

Ellie blinked, a little taken aback by the request. “You want my opinion?”

“What, that surprises you?”

She laughed, feeling silly for overreacting. Oliver had a knack for seeing right through her, and they had only recently reconnected as siblings since Ellie’s return. His charismatic chaos had become a refreshing addition to her life, just like the loaves in front of them.

“Is Granny doing your head in?” Oliver asked, nudging her shoulder playfully. “You know how she gets when she’s stressed. Remember exam season? She’s like that frog sitting in boiling water, waiting for the stress to pass.”

“All while darting about like a blackbird who doesn’t quite know what it’s scavenging for,” she added, “and being as stubborn as… well, as Granny Maggie.”

“You know…” he hummed, tapping a finger to his chin. “That reminds me of someone else.”

“Don’t.”

“Really that bad?” he spun around, leaning against the glass display. “Alright, spill. What’s she done this time to put you in a funk? Moved your favourite book or something?”

“Remember when I came in here, pleased as punch, after Gran offered me the bookshop?”

“You looked as happy as I did when I found that bowl of punch.”

“Well, the punch hasn’t been spiked.”

His expression fell. “Oh. That’s no fun.”

“Exactly. That’s where things are now.” Ellie wrapped her arms around herself, scanning the café to make sure their gran hadn’t snuck in with another basket of muffins. “I thought I could handle this as a thirty-year-old with a decade of work experience. But now, I’m just…”

"Granny ran it into the ground,” Oliver finished the sentence for her. "She doesn't always know best, despite what she thinks. She needs you more than you need her right now.”

“I’m not sure that’s fair, but she is currently trying to find the exact wallpaper she used last time,” Ellie sighed, wondering how they’d ended up on this path. “Joey’s lovely, but even he’s terrified of upsetting her. He told me I need ideas, but Maggie shoots them all down.”

Oliver wiggled his fingers at the sides of his face. “The cute one with the ears?”

“What?”

He widened his eyes dramatically. “You know, with the gigantic beamers.”

“Oh, Joey. Yes, he’s sweet, but he’s just as scared of Gran as I am. It’s like… I’m scared she doesn’t trust me, and now I’m wondering if I made the right decision.”

Oliver studied her, his expression softening. “This isn’t just about the wallpaper, is it? Are the bright lights of the TV studio calling you back across the bridge?”

It was as though Oliver knew she’d been checking job alerts over breakfast. “I wasn’t thinking about it, but... should I be? There are jobs—some adjacent to what I did. Wardrobe, makeup. Some of the projects are historical. I don’t have those skills yet, but I could retrain… maybe?”

“In hair and makeup?” Oliver chuckled softly, shaking his head. “Look, Ellie, if that’s what you want, go for it. But it’s not, is it?” He ducked to meet her gaze, and she shook her head. “You only feel like this because you want it to work out. You’re just like our absent father—always looking for an exit.”

“And birds,” she said with an empty laugh.

“They just give him a direction to run,” Oliver said, his tone surprisingly measured. “But people get stuck in their ways, don’t they? Dad’s old, and Gran’s older. The future freaks her out—why do you think she spends so much time buried in the past?”

Before Ellie could respond to Oliver’s wisdom bomb, Sylvia Fortescue swept into the café carrying a basket of wrapped cheese blocks. “Oh, that killed the conversation dead. You’re not talking about me, are you?” she teased. “All good things, I hope?”

“If I say they were,” Oliver said, licking his bottom lip, “are you going to give us some cheese?”

Sylvia looked at the basket. “No, I shan’t. I’m on my way to hand these out to the homeless.”

“You’re going to give the homeless blocks of cheese?” Oliver asked, incredulous.

“I’m not a barbarian!” she cried, ripping back the blanket to reveal knives on plates with boxes of crackers and grapes. “Now, Ellie, I insist you have breakfast with us. I have something more delectable for you than cheese.”

Ellie thanked Oliver for the chat and glanced at the display again. “I prefer the left side. Everything’s more visible in the rows.”

Ellie felt a mix of warmth and anticipation as she joined Sylvia, Amber, and Zara at their usual table. This unlikely trio had become her go-to for both gossip and insights. Amber, her pink hair styled in playful buns, was scrolling through her phone, while Zara, vibrant in a colourful silk scarf, sipped her tea thoughtfully.

Sylvia noticed Ellie glancing at the alerts on her phone. “Got to rush off to a police interview, dear?” she quipped. “Or are you chasing another suspect?”

Ellie shook her head, already thinking about the bookshop. “Just eager to get back to the decorating.”

“That’s the spirit!” Sylvia exclaimed, eyes gleaming. “And, of course... solve a murder along the way.”

Zara leaned in, her voice low and serious. “Is this about the message on the wall? I don’t like meddling with the spiritual world, but… I think it’s a message from beyond the grave—from Tim Baker himself. His studio used to be above my shop. Long before I opened, but I can feel him.”

Ellie’s brow furrowed. “Is this the same studio Paul and Cassie run?”

Zara shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Yes, and I’m certain they dabble with the spirits.” She leaned closer, her eyes wide. “Always wearing black, listening to dreadful heavy metal music. They scare away my customers, you know. But I have no control over it—I don’t own the building, you see.”

Sylvia interjected, “Paul photographed my cheese shop for the website. He was pleasant and professional, and that’s all I cared about.”

Ellie noticed Zara’s lips tighten at Sylvia’s dismissive tone. Her gaze shifted to Amber, who had been unusually quiet. Remembering Sylvia’s comment about Amber possibly being Tim’s cousin, she asked gently, “Amber, are you alright?”

Amber hesitated, then nodded. “I’m fine. I didn’t know Tim—he died before I was born. But he was always there, in a way. My Auntie Carol, Tim’s mum, talked about him all the time.” She paused, scratching at her pink buns with the end of a fork. “Auntie Carol died not knowing what happened to her son, but she was sure the police didn’t investigate properly. She just wanted to know the truth, and for people to stop insulting her son’s memory by suggesting a ghost pushed him.”

Just then, a loud noise shattered the moment—the blender at the counter suddenly went haywire, its motor whirring uncontrollably. Oliver, visibly startled, threw up his hands. “I didn’t even turn it on!”

Zara’s eyes widened in fear. “The spirit world does not like to be angered,” she murmured, her voice trembling. She quickly gathered her things, her movements brisk and purposeful. “I need to open my shop,” she excused herself hastily. As she turned to leave, she looked at Ellie, her expression serious. “If you want to talk to Paul and Cassie, they are usually in the studio developing pictures in the late afternoons, but they don’t keep usual business hours, so good luck.”

Ellie nodded, filing away the information for later. Amber also excused herself, muttering something about needing to get back to work at the antique shop next door.

Now left with Sylvia, Ellie turned to her. “Do you believe in the afterlife, Sylvia?”

Sylvia paused, her usually vibrant expression turning contemplative. “Well, let me tell you a story,” she began softly, drawing in a slow breath as she gathered her thoughts. “The night my dear mother died, I woke up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, and… I felt as though my father, who had passed on years earlier, was sitting on the edge of my bed.” Her eyes grew distant as she recalled the memory, an unsure smile wobbling the corners of her lips. “I could feel his weight on the mattress, right by my feet. I could smell his cigarette breath mixed with the peppermints he constantly worked around in his mouth. It felt incredibly real and gave me great comfort.”

Sylvia swallowed the smile away. “Now, I’m wise enough to know it was probably just a dream.”

Ellie nodded, appreciating Sylvia’s candidness. “So, you’re undecided?”

“Yes, I suppose I am. What do you believe, Ellie?”

She took a moment to reflect. “If digging in the soil of history has shown me anything, it’s that most things can be explained, even something as elusive as the supernatural.”

Sylvia smiled knowingly. “That’s why it’s so fascinating, isn’t it? Nobody really knows…”

Leaving Sylvia to get back to her shop, Ellie swapped the warmth of The Giggling Goat for the oppressive gloom of South Street. She passed the duck pond, where the water mirrored the brooding sky, and walked by The Drowsy Duck, its windows glowing against the encroaching darkness, the noise spilling out far too rowdy for the morning.

Next door, she reached the small historical society museum, and Ellie felt a surge of relief upon finding it open. She stepped inside the cramped, over-stuffed space, the familiar scent of old books and dust welcoming her. Charles Blackwood, the museum’s curator and the last of the Blackwood family from the famous bell foundry, stood behind a counter, cataloguing a tray of old coins.

Charles looked up, his face brightening as he recognised Ellie. Despite his burdens at a young age, his smile was genuine. “Remember this? Penny of King Offa, ready to go on display. You might never have proved Mary Collins murdered my father without it.” He rolled it in his gloved hand and added, “And my sister.” Clenching his hand around the coin, he snapped forward a smile and asked, “How are you doing, Ellie?”

Ellie offered a warm smile in return. “I’m alright, Charles. And you? How’s everything at Blackwood House?”

Charles hesitated, his eyes flickering with a mix of emotions. “It’s... big,” he said, his tone steady despite the weight of his words. “Uncle James still begs for money, but I keep him at bay. The house is more than I can handle, but I’m sure I’ll grow into it.”

“I’m sure you will,” Ellie nodded, admiring his resilience and maturity for a twenty-two-year-old. “I’m glad to hear you’re holding up. I need your help with something, Charles.”

“Of course,” Charles replied, placing the lid on the coins before tugging off the soft white gloves. “Bell foundry history? Or do you want to hear about the WWII Meadow Company?”

“No, it’s about the 1994 hauntings and the Ghost Watch Club. I need to know if any personal records or documents might have been kept?” she asked. “My gran has a decent record of newspapers, but I imagined this would be the best place to start for things that might not have made their way to press.”

Charles pursed his lips, a shadow of unease crossing his face. He leaned in closer as he slid his glasses up his nose, his voice dropping to a whisper. “You don’t believe in all that, do you?”

Ellie met his gaze steadily. “I’m more interested in seeing what was recorded.”

Charles studied her for a moment, then nodded. “Follow me.”

He led Ellie through the small museum and into a dusty records room, the air thick with the scent of aged paper and forgotten memories. Shelves lined the walls, filled with archive boxes from floor to ceiling, each meticulously labelled with events and years related to Meadowfield.

“We have stuff going back centuries,” Charles said, gesturing to the room. “Generations of volunteers have kept these records. If there’s anything about the Ghost Watch Club, it’ll be in here. You don’t have to dig too deep to get back to the 90s.”

Ellie’s eyes widened as she spotted a familiar name on one of the archive boxes: ’THE BLACKWOOD FAMILY MURDERS 2024’. Charles had documented her uncovering of the case. A mix of surprise and admiration washed over her at his thoroughness, and she wondered who might one day open that box to uncover the story of Ellie’s riddle hunting. But not her, not today. They ventured deeper into the room, and Charles slid out a heavy box labelled ‘THE HAUNTINGS 1994.’

He pointed to a bell on a nearby shelf and said, “Ring if you need anything. There’s a table just around the corner.”

As Charles’s footsteps faded, Ellie hefted the box off the shelf and made her way to the small table. She flicked on the lamp, which cast a warm glow across the dusty space. With trembling fingers, she lifted the lid, revealing a treasure trove of history.

Reports, newspapers, photographs. Ellie’s heart raced as she sifted through the documents. Detailed accounts of villagers describing strange phenomena leapt out at her—eerie lights dancing on the pond’s surface, ghostly moans emanating from the war memorial, and inexplicable cold spots in The Drowsy Duck.

One yellowed newspaper clipping caught her eye. It featured a photograph of a young man, his eyes wide with fear. The caption read: ‘Simon Brown witnesses ghostly apparition at the war memorial.’ The accompanying article detailed Simon’s harrowing experience. “It was just after midnight,” Simon had recounted. “I was walking home when I heard a low, mournful moan. At first, I thought it was the wind, but then I saw it—a shadowy figure standing by the war memorial. I think it was an old soldier coming back from war. I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

Ellie’s fingers trembled as she turned to another report from a local newsletter. It described the strange lights over the pond. “I was out for a late-night walk,” Meredith Fenton had written. “The moon was full, and the village was eerily quiet. Suddenly, I saw these lights—like fireflies—dancing on the pond’s surface. They moved with their own life, weaving and bobbing in a pattern that felt almost sentient. It was both beautiful and terrifying, but indisputable proof that our village is a hotspot for this sort of activity.”

She pulled out a stack of photographs, each more chilling than the last. One showed the interior of The Drowsy Duck, with what appeared to be a spectral figure hovering near the bar. Another captured a series of orbs floating around the village green. A handwritten note on the back of one photo read: “Cold spot documented here—the temperature dropped by ten degrees.”

As she continued to delve into the box, Ellie came across a film reel labelled “Ghost Watch Club—1994.” Her curiosity piqued, she carefully placed the reel aside, making a mental note to find a projector.

The last document she pulled out was a personal report from Paul Holloway. “The cold spots in The Drowsy Duck are the most perplexing,” he had written. “Harold and I have measured temperature drops as significant as 20 degrees in certain areas. No scientific explanation seems to fit. It’s as if the pub itself is alive, responding to our presence.”

Ellie sat back, her mind racing. The accounts were vivid and detailed, filled with the raw emotion of those who had experienced these inexplicable events. Did they believe ghosts were visiting them? It was a simpler time before the internet had taken over and phones were mostly attached to the walls, but the people weren’t simpler—yet there were always people who believed in the other side. Ellie knew this from years on set. Actors would regale the crew with stories of how the set of The Exorcist’s Keeper was, in fact, haunted.

Suddenly, footsteps approached, followed by the ding of the bell. Ellie called out, “I’m almost finished, Charles.”

But it wasn’t Charles who rounded the corner. DS Angela Cookson appeared, her face carved with frustration. “What are you doing here?”

Ellie explained her research, noting Angela’s teeth gritting tighter with every word. “I’m just trying to piece this together, and the more I uncover, the more it seems to come back to these people.” She held up a glossy 6x4 photograph to the lamp, showing the members of the Ghost Watch Club smiling together at the bar in The Drowsy Duck. Even the sceptics, Dr Evelyn Marsh and George Fenton, had smiles and drinks in hand. “It wasn’t just a club. These people spent all their time together, and Tim died soon after this picture was taken. Meredith is in a coma, Dr Marsh is dead, but the others—Paul, Cassie, and George—are still around, and so is Harold. He wasn’t in the club, but he might as well have been.”

“He turned the place into a damn tourist trap. I remember that much,” Angela muttered, pushing her blazer back to plant her hands on her hips. “Get a move on. It’s my turn.” Ellie quickly placed the photograph back in the box and conceded, stepping aside to let Angela take over. “And don’t go talking to any of these people. Paul, Cassie, Harold… I don’t want you messing up another of my investigations.”

As Angela began her own examination of the documents, Ellie thanked Charles for his time, though he was too busy with an American tourist eager to hear the Meadow Company story to go over her findings. Not that Ellie was sure she’d found much she hadn’t heard before. She ducked out of the museum and looked at the pub next door.

The Drowsy Duck was the apparent centre of ghostly activity, the scene of Tim Baker’s death, and it was right in front of her. As the clouds started to spit and splash on the pond’s calm surface, Ellie passed through a cloud of vape smoke into the pub she’d learned to avoid like the plague.


Chapter Six


The heavy wooden door of The Drowsy Duck creaked open, releasing a rush of cool, musty air. The familiar scent of stale beer mingled with wood smoke from the fireplace, instantly enveloping her. Dim lighting and flickering lanterns cast spectral shadows across the pub. Ellie paused, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom, her senses tingling with the atmosphere.

A loud crash by the fireplace drew her gaze. Two burly men were locked in a fierce struggle, fists flying as they collided with tables and chairs, sending patrons scurrying. The firelight flickered wildly, casting eerie shadows, transforming the men into wraiths in their violent dance.

Her heart pounded as chaos erupted before her. Onlookers' shouts of encouragement mixed with alarm, creating a cacophony that filled the air. Some backed away, seeking safety from the brawl. The barmaid, her fiery red hair tightly secured, tried to intervene, her shouts barely piercing the din.

Ellie edged closer, eyes fixed on the struggle. She recognised Harold Fletcher, the pub's owner. His face, usually gruff, was now twisted with rage, a primal fury taking over. His opponent, a younger man with a shaved head and tattooed arms, matched his determination.

Furniture bore the brunt of their clash. Chairs toppled, and a table overturned, spilling pints of beer and a half-eaten plate of chips across the floor. Ellie winced as Harold landed a brutal punch, sending the younger man crashing into the hearth.

She approached the barmaid, who was now attempting to restore order. "What happened?" Ellie asked, her voice low but urgent.

"Same old," she replied, wiping her hands on her apron. "Too much drink, too many old grudges."

Suddenly, Harold Fletcher, the pub’s burly landlord, broke through the crowd with an air of authority. His booming voice sliced through the chaos.

“That’s enough!” he roared, his presence instantly commanding attention. With surprising ease, he grabbed the larger man by the collar, yanking him away from the fight. Harold’s grip was firm, his strength evident as he dragged the man toward the door.

“You’re barred, Phil! Out, now!” Harold bellowed, his voice echoing in the suddenly silent pub. With a swift, decisive shove, he threw the man out onto the cobbled street, the door slamming shut behind him with a satisfying thud. The force Harold used was startling, his physical strength leaving Ellie both impressed and slightly unnerved. If Harold could throw a man out of the pub so easily, what else was he capable of?

As the door closed, the pub’s patrons slowly returned to their drinks, though the tension in the air lingered. Harold turned back toward the bar, his expression hard as he wiped his hands on a towel with methodical precision, as if cleansing himself of the brawl’s remnants. Ellie, lingering by the bar, took a deep breath, steeling herself for the conversation she needed to have.

“Harold, I’m Ellie Swan,” she began, keeping her tone light but steady. “I wanted to ask you a few questions about the ghosts people have seen here.”

Harold’s eyes, still flashing with residual anger, settled on her. He nodded curtly, tossing the towel onto the bar. “Ellie Swan, you say? Maggie’s granddaughter?”

Ellie nodded, feeling a mix of pride and apprehension at being recognised. “Yes, that’s right. I’ve been looking into the events from 1994, particularly the Ghost Watch Club and the supposed hauntings.”

Harold’s face darkened, a shadow passing over his features. From the back room, an old voice croaked, “Those old tales, eh? Stirring up quite the hornet’s nest, aren’t you, little girl?”

“That’s Mother,” Harold explained with a hint of apology. “She’s not been well.”

As if on cue, a figure emerged from the pub’s back room. Tilly moved with a slow, deliberate gait, her steps careful. Despite her frailty, her slight frame hidden beneath a black shawl, her eyes were sharp and alert, fixed on Ellie with such intensity that Ellie instinctively stepped back.

“I’m perfectly fine,” Tilly announced, her voice stronger than Ellie had expected. There was a stubbornness in her tone that reminded Ellie of her own grandmother. Perhaps it was a generational trait, though Tilly seemed older than Maggie by quite a margin.

Tilly’s gaze remained locked on Ellie. “If you’re trying to work out how old I am, it’s one hundred and one,” she said, her words slicing across the bar and sending a chill down Ellie’s spine. “And that’s old enough to be wise enough to know you should turn back now.” Her voice lowered, carrying a warning. “You don’t have the strength of character for what you may uncover. Oh no. This world is not for the likes of you to meddle with.”

With that, Tilly shuffled off, leaving Ellie both unsettled and spooked. The question Ellie had asked had been simple enough, but Tilly’s ominous response raised more questions than answers.

Harold sighed, running a hand through his thinning hair and checking to make sure his mother had gone. “Sorry about Mother,” he whispered. “She can be intense. She’s from a long line of travelling psychic mediums, though she hung up her crystal ball when she was in her twenties.”

“Only because I was too proficient at communing with the spirits!” Tilly’s voice carried from the other room. “My powers scared people, and you have no idea how it messed with my energies.”

“Yes, Mother,” Harold called back, then muttered under his breath, “I knew I should’ve gone for the cheaper hearing aids.” Turning back to Ellie, he asked, “So, why do you want to know about the hauntings?”

Ellie blinked, surprised by the question. Surely, it should be obvious. "I found something under the wallpaper at my gran’s bookshop," she explained. "A message about Meredith Fenton killing Tim Baker."

Harold shrugged, seemingly unimpressed. “Old news. Everyone was saying that back then. She made a good case for herself, but if it’s the hauntings you want to talk about…” The sternness in his eyes softened, replaced by a gleam of excitement. His posture relaxed, and a slow, practiced smile spread across his face, transforming him from a gruff pub landlord into a storyteller ready to captivate an audience. “You’ve come to the right place, Miss Swan. The Drowsy Duckis famous—or should I say infamous—for its legendary hauntings. Seen more than a few spirits here in my time.”

The flickering lanterns cast dancing shadows on the walls, amplifying the eeriness of Harold’s tales as he leaned across the bar. He began recounting stories of cold spots, mysterious lights, and spectral figures patrons had supposedly seen over the years. His voice rose and fell with the rhythm of a seasoned raconteur, drawing in anyone within earshot.

Ellie noticed the transformation—pub landlord turned storyteller—a skill likely passed down from his family’s former trade, once dealing with spirits of the afterlife before trading them for vodka and gin. She chose to play along, becoming an attentive audience member, hoping to find what lay behind his showman’s façade.

“So, the hauntings were happening before 1994?”

“Try before 1857,” he whispered, slapping the wood. “That’s when she was built, right on top of an ancient graveyard.”

“1857 is hardly ancient, Harold,” Ellie said, unable to help herself. “And if that’s so, there’ll be proof. We were keeping thorough records long before that.”

“That’s what they say,” he replied with a shrug.

“Who?”

“I—” Harold began, his eyes narrowing as he leaned closer. “This place is haunted, Miss Swan. I started working here as a lad when Mother and Father ran the place. I was a strapping young fella, so they always sent me down to change the barrels.” He glanced toward the bathroom, and Ellie noticed the door marked CELLAR – PRIVATE. “One night, I was down there changing the Newcastle Brown Ale, and my parents were closing up. The cellar was empty, save for me, yet I heard footsteps coming down the stairs, and then…” Another slap of his hand. “I felt a cold breath on my neck, and then I was pushed right into the barrels. When I turned around, nobody was there. No retreating footsteps. Just the empty cellar. Explain that.”

Ellie nodded, her pen scratching against her notepad as she jotted down bullet points with her ‘I Love Meadowfield’ pen. She felt a shiver—not entirely from the tale, but from how Harold’s eyes gleamed with every word. Given that a man had died in that cellar, Harold was having far too much fun.

“So, you heard footsteps,” Ellie confirmed, reviewing her notes, “you felt a breath, and you didn’t turn around to check who might be there until after you were pushed?”

“I thought it was my father coming to check on me, so I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction,” he explained, without missing a beat. “And my parents ran down at that moment to see what all the fuss was about. Father clipped me around the ear, but Mother believed me. That’s when she told me about our family’s gifts. She says that’s why the pub was chosen as the hotspot in the village.”

Smiling, Ellie flipped back a page. “A moment ago, you claimed it was because of an ancient graveyard.”

“And we’re the megaphones for it.”

“So, you believe a spirit pushed Tim Baker?”

“Not just any spirit,” Harold whispered, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. The shadows seemed to lean in closer as he spoke, as if they too were eager to hear the secrets he was about to divulge. “Have you ever heard the tale of the first landlord?”

Ellie shook her head, her pulse quickening with a mixture of scepticism and an unbidden thrill at the story that was about to unfold. The pub’s atmosphere lent itself perfectly to such tales, and despite her logical mind, she couldn’t help but be drawn in by the theatrics of it all.

Harold’s eyes glinted in the low light as he leaned forward, his hands gripping the bar’s edge. “John Pritchard,” Harold began in a hoarse whisper that demanded Ellie’s full attention. “Spent years building this place from the ground up, pouring his heart and soul into every brick and beam.”

Ellie’s gaze followed Harold’s hand as it swept through the air, tracing the imagined lines of the pub’s architecture. The musty scent of the wood seemed to grow stronger, as though the very walls were responding to the tale of their creation.

“The night it opened, there was to be a grand celebration,” Harold continued, his voice heavy with the weight of history. “But John, poor soul, never saw the fruits of his labour. That very night, he fell down those cellar steps. Broke his neck, he did, but the story goes, he wasn’t found until after the party was over… still alive… having heard it all. He only died once they found him, and John Pritchard’s final words were…” Harold drew in a staggered breath as if these were his final words. “...‘I waited for you.’”

Ellie’s eyes drifted to the cellar door, half expecting it to creak open. She could almost picture the scene: the triumphant landlord descending the steps, only to trip and meet a tragic end before the night was through.

“And they say,” Harold’s voice dropped lower, forcing Ellie to lean in, “that he’s been pushing people down ever since, out of jealousy that he never got to run the pub he spent years building. Can’t you feel him?”

A log in the fireplace popped loudly, making Ellie jump. She laughed at herself, but the sound seemed to echo John Pritchard’s resentment, resonating through the centuries. She scribbled down the notes, there for the facts—not the scares—though she could understand why people had flocked in ’94 if Harold told ghost stories like that.

“Then there’s poor Tim Baker,” he continued with a heavy sigh. “Sweet lad. I still feel him down there too. Still waiting to move on.”

“For the truth, you mean?”

“Well, we know the truth.”

“John Pritchard pushed him,” Ellie read aloud as she scribbled, adding quotation marks. “Deceased one-hundred-and-thirty-seven years prior to murdering Tim?”

“Don’t believe me?” Harold flipped up the panel at the end of the bar and stepped out, motioning for Ellie to lead the way. “Go and see for yourself.”

Ellie followed Harold down the narrow, creaking stairs into the cellar, her hand trailing along the damp stone wall for balance. The air grew colder with each step, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off about the sudden drop in temperature. It felt too precise, too deliberate.

As they reached the bottom, Harold’s voice took on an even more theatrical quality. “This very spot,” he said, gesturing dramatically to a worn patch of floor, “is where they found Tim. Cold as ice, he was. Some say you can still hear his last gasps on quiet nights.”

Ellie nodded, feigning interest while her eyes darted around the cellar. The musty smell of old beer barrels mingled with something else—a faint metallic scent she couldn’t quite place. Her gaze landed on a small vent near the floor, partially hidden behind a stack of crates. A barely perceptible hum emanated from it, so quiet she might have missed it if she hadn’t been looking.

“Harold,” she said, keeping her voice carefully neutral, “these ghost stories are... fascinating. But I’m curious about the actual events of that night. Who was here when Tim... when it happened?”

Harold’s smile faltered for a moment, a flicker of something—worry? guilt?—crossing his face before he regained his composure. “Ah, well, that was a long time ago, lass. Memory’s a bit foggy on the details, you understand.”

Ellie pressed on, her instincts telling her she was onto something. “But surely you remember something? It must have been quite an event for the⁠—”

Harold suddenly grabbed Ellie’s arm, cutting her off mid-sentence. She froze, startled by the abruptness. His grip was firm but not aggressive, more out of fear than malice.

“Please,” he muttered, eyes darting to the ground as he gently pulled her back a step. “Don’t stand on that door. I don’t know how old that wood is, and I’m certain it leads to a well. Just... walk around it.”

Ellie glanced down at the patch of floor beneath her feet, now aware of the worn, uneven planks. The wood creaked ominously, and she quickly stepped back.

“Listen, Miss Swan, perhaps we should head back upstairs. It’s getting a bit chilly down here, don’t you think?”

Without waiting for her response, Harold took the steps two at a time, retreating to the warmth of the pub. Ellie lingered in the dim cellar, the scent of damp wood mingling with that sharp, metallic tang in the air. She glanced around, finding nothing unusual or ghostly about the space. As the chill crept up her spine, she rolled her eyes. Convenient, she thought, that the cold had followed Harold’s exit.

She turned to leave, but a cold breath brushed against the nape of her neck. Her heart leapt, and for a fleeting moment, she saw Luke’s face in her mind, so vivid it left her breathless. This is how it happens, she realised, how people make the connection so quickly. The heart jumps before the brain can make sense of it. But she was here to use her brain.

Determined, she turned and held out her hand, feeling the stream of cool, misty air. It led her to a small vent cleverly hidden within the doorframe, its paint blending seamlessly with the woodwork. The cold air drifted through like smoke, carrying an oddly familiar scent—a smell from her childhood she couldn’t quite place.

Enough of these parlour tricks, she thought. She ascended the cold, stone steps, her foot catching on the last two. On closer inspection, the steps were uneven—the final ones slightly off by an inch. Ellie had seen enough rushed set builds to recognise poor construction. If John and Tim weren’t pushed, it would explain the falls. Either way, she wasn’t blaming ghosts.

Reaching the top, she tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge. “Let me out,” she called, her voice echoing in the confined space. Silence. She banged on the door, her fists growing red. “Let me out, Harold!”

Suddenly, the door burst open, and she stumbled into Harold. “Gets stuck sometimes when it’s cold,” he explained, a bit too eagerly. “Was it cold?”

Ellie flashed him a bright smile, wiping a fake sweat from her forehead. “Not at all. I was starting to feel like I was... getting warm.”

Harold seemed surprised, his expression faltering. He retreated to the bar, his interest in ghost stories waning. Ellie followed him, resuming her space near the counter. Harold busied himself with wiping down the water-stained bar, avoiding her gaze.

She had him on the back foot.

Ellie watched as Harold's character shifted once again, his earlier enthusiasm for ghost stories evaporating like mist in sunlight. He eyed her warily, his hands fidgeting with a cloth as he wiped down the already clean bar.

"Well, Miss Swan, are you going to buy a drink?" Harold said, his tone curt. "We're not a library, you know."

She was no longer a welcome guest indulging in local lore, but an unwanted presence. Still, she pressed on, determined to uncover the truth.

"I just want to know what happened, Harold. Surely you understand that?"

Before Harold could respond, Tilly reappeared, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. "No, you're just a sceptic. A cynic. You refuse to believe what you can't explain."

Ellie squared her shoulders, meeting the old woman's gaze. "I refuse to believe that given enough information and time, there is little that can't be explained."

Tilly's lips curled into a knowing grin, revealing hard gums were teeth once were. "And when you reach that limit," she delivered, "there is the rest." Turning to Harold, she added, "She's not welcome here. She's messing with my energies."

With that, Tilly shuffled off again, this time pushing herself up the stairs with surprising determination for her age. Ellie braced herself, expecting Harold to throw her out as he had done with the fighting pair earlier. But he simply continued wiping the bar, pointedly ignoring her presence.

Taking a chance, Ellie climbed onto a stool. "I'll have a J2O, please," she said, placing her order before asking once more, "Who was there that night, Harold? Were the Ghost Watch Club members present?"

Harold's eyes darted nervously around the pub, his earlier bravado faltering. When he spoke, his voice carried a forced confidence. "You know, George Fenton never believed in this stuff. Always said it was a load of rubbish. Maybe he set it up, trying to prove a point or drive Meredith crazy with her ghost nonsense."

Ellie’s eyes narrowed. “Why would George go to such lengths?”

Harold shrugged, a bit too casually. “Who knows? Maybe he wanted to expose the whole ghost business as a fraud. Or maybe he had a grudge against Meredith. People do strange things when they’re trying to prove a point.”

Ellie wasn’t buying it. She held the piece of equipment up, turning it over in her hands. It was small but sophisticated, clearly designed for a specific purpose. “This isn’t something a prankster would leave behind. And it’s certainly not amateur work.”

Harold’s eyes flicked to the equipment again, a bead of sweat forming on his brow. “Look, Miss Swan,” he said, his voice wavering slightly, “I don’t know what you’re implying, but I have nothing to do with any of this. I just run a pub. The stories bring in customers, that’s all. Maybe George was trying to drive Meredith mad. People have always said she's always been a bit off-kilter. Or maybe someone else in that club. You know how obsessed they all were, and they used this place like their club house. I didn't mind, as long as they bought drinks, but the young 'uns brought trouble with them."

"Cassie and Paul?"

Harold grumbled. "They've grown up now, mind you. Loyal customers, and Meadowlings too boot, so I haven't have a word said against them."

Ellie narrowed her eyes, watching Harold carefully. His sudden shift to blaming George felt too convenient, too desperate, and now he'd contradicted himself with Cassie and Paul, upgrading them from troublemakers to loyal customers. She remembered how Harold had handled the fight earlier, his strength and control, and wondered if he was capable of more than just storytelling.

“Maybe,” she said, as if considering his words. “But it’s strange, don’t you think? Why would George go to all that trouble?”

Harold relaxed slightly, sensing that she might be buying his explanation. “People do strange things,” he said, shaking his head. “Especially when it comes to money or power. George and Meredith… well, they had their issues, and this place is steeped in history. Who knows what happened?”

Ellie nodded, pretending to accept his explanation, but inside, her resolve for the truth was hardening. The discovery of the vents changed everything, whether Harold was willing to accept them or not. If someone else was staging these hauntings, there was every chance Tim’s death, staged as an accident or a ghost-slaying, might not have been caused by what Ellie's gut had been saying since finding that graffiti: murder. And now her gut was telling her Harold knew more than he was letting on, but he'd need time before being willing to play along with her again.

“Thanks for showing me around,” she said, slipping her notepad pad. “And for the stories about John. Let's hope he doesn't make a grand return."

"Ah, Miss Swan! That would imply he'd ever left.”


Chapter Seven


Hurrying back to the bookshop, Ellie’s mind buzzed with suspicions about Harold. She needed to speak with her gran, Maggie, to learn more about Harold’s connection to the Ghost Watch Club. As she stepped inside, the shop’s familiar musty scent enveloped her, but the scene before her was anything but ordinary.

The work had come to a halt. Maggie and Joey were digging through a mottled cardboard box, while Carolyn and Penny eagerly documented everything. A new addition to their crew caught Ellie’s eye: a cameraman with thin hair pulled back into a ponytail, wearing a metal band T-shirt several sizes too big. Ellie paused, wondering how her mother had roped in someone else for her ‘pilot’ scheme.

“We found this box behind the non-fiction shelves,” Maggie explained, pointing to a hollow in the wall Ellie hadn’t noticed before. “Joey thinks it must have been a fireplace, but if it was in my lifetime, there’s always been a bookcase there.”

“Isn’t this exciting?” Carolyn chimed in, her enthusiasm directed at the camera. “We’re capturing it all for the show. Paul, make sure you get a good angle of Ellie. She looks too much like her father on her right side.”

The mention of the name Paul made Ellie pause again. She turned to the cameraman, who was silently adjusting his equipment. Paul Holloway—one of the original 1994 Ghost Watch Club members. Ellie’s mind raced with questions, but she kept her composure. He looked almost nothing like the young punk with the mohawk and leathers, but he was still scrawny, a shadow of his former self.

Inside the box, Ellie saw a collection of photographic equipment—lenses, film canisters, and none of it was from this century.

Maggie, usually more reserved, looked visibly unsettled. “I’ve never seen these before, but I imagine they were put there around the same time as the graffiti.”

Ellie’s eyes flicked to Paul, who continued filming, expressionless. “Paul, do you know anything about this equipment?”

Before Paul could respond, Carolyn swooped in. “Ellie, darling, you know better than to break the fourth wall while we’re filming. Paul is here for my show, not your little mystery. Please don’t address the crew.”

Ellie lugged the box onto the counter, her hands carefully lifting out the antique camera. It was a late Victorian model, with a polished mahogany body, brass fittings gleaming despite their age, and large bellows extending from its centre. The leather was cracked in places, worn from years of use, but the craftsmanship was undeniable—a relic from a time when photography was an art, not just a snapshot.

As Carolyn and Penny continued their over-the-top commentary for the camera, Ellie’s eyes kept drifting to Paul. His movements were smooth and practised, his focus unwavering. Yet, there was something in his stance—he seemed to stiffen whenever he glanced at the old equipment—that set off alarm bells in Ellie’s mind, almost like he’d seen it before.

“Right, that’s enough for today, Carolyn,” Maggie ordered as she brought Ellie and Joey cups of tea. “Penny. Paul. Out, all of you. We have work to do.”

Carolyn opened her mouth to protest, but Maggie’s stern look silenced her. Penny, ever the eager assistant, began packing up the equipment, and Paul followed, his face a mask of neutrality.

As the trio left, Ellie almost followed until Joey stepped into her path, flashing his dopey grin. “Fancy going for a liquid lunch at the pub?”

“I’ve just come from the pub.”

“It would be nice for you to relax, Ellie,” Maggie ordered.

With a resigned sigh, Ellie relented. “Fine, but you’re coming too.”

“Yep, totally fine,” Joey said, nodding a little too eagerly. “Meant all of us should go for a drink.”

Ellie couldn’t help but wonder why Joey was acting so odd, but she pushed the thought aside. For now, a break from the chaos was much needed. As they prepared to leave, a nagging feeling lingered—the chance to talk to a key member of the ’94 Ghost Watch Club had just slipped through her fingers.

Ellie followed Joey and Maggie into The Bell, a welcome change from the rowdy atmosphere of The Drowsy Duck. The pub's warm, inviting ambiance instantly put her at ease. Behind the bar, Sammie, the young proprietor, was deep in conversation with PC Finn, who seemed to hang on her every word.

Oliver caught Ellie’s eye from a corner table and waved them over. As they approached, he grinned. “Hard at work or hardly working?” His gaze shifted to Joey. “Oh, he’s cute… is he single?”

“What?” Ellie replied, distracted. “Find out for yourself.”

“Fine. I will.”

While Oliver cut across the bar straight for Joey who was throwing a coin into the slot machine, Ellie’s gaze drifted across the pub to where Daniel was having dinner with his nan. He waved, but quickly returned to his conversation, not sparing her another glance.

Sighing, Ellie pulled out her notebook and jotted down the villagers’ accounts. The conflicting stories swirled in her mind. Nearly everyone involved in the Ghost Watch Club seemed to be hiding something, with Meredith in the centre, accused.

Then there was the mysterious history book and the camera equipment hidden in the bookshop walls. Ellie’s pen hovered over her notes before circling Paul’s name. If her mother insisted on dragging her in the pilot, she’d comply—but only to get to the cameraman.

This decision filled Ellie with a newfound sense of confidence. She was ready to uncover the truth, regardless of the consequences. But before confronting Paul, she needed a serious conversation with her gran about what happened in the bookshop in 1994.

Ellie started toward the spot where she knew her gran liked to sit, just around the corner and out of sight, but Oliver intercepted her in the middle of the pub.

“Good news!” Oliver said, biting back a grin, “he’s bi.”

“Who?” Ellie asked, puzzled.

“Joey!”

“Oh, I didn’t ask,” Ellie replied, trying to side step her brother. “Have you seen Gran?”

“No, and the bad news is he has eyes for my gorgeous younger sister.”

“And when do I meet her?” she joked, glancing at Joey. Their eyes met briefly before Joey quickly looked away; not what Ellie needed right now. “I’m sure you’re reading into things.”

“I am not, but it’s a shame since you only have eyes for that teacher who dotes on his nan.”

Ellie glanced at Daniel and shot back, “You don’t know me at all.”

“Come off it, Ellie,” Oliver teased. “You haven’t intellectualised yourself above human emotions. I see the way you look at him—and I don’t blame you. So, hurry up and ask him out, and then I’ll send Joey a hint that I might just be the man of his dreams, ready to get married and adopt two pedigree cockapoos at the drop of a hat.”

Ellie gave her brother a funny look, never sure when—or if—he was serious. Before she could respond, Oliver made himself scarce when Joey made his move for the door. Turning around, Ellie noticed Daniel making a beeline for her, and her heart wobbled the way it did around him lately.

“How’s the break going?” he asked, his voice soft and low, always a little playful.

“I should eat,” Ellie admitted. “Too busy chasing ghosts.”

“Me too,” he said, before adding, “I’m in charge of arranging the school Halloween disco.”

“I have hands if you need them?”

He looked confused. “Like… plastic hands?”

She held up her hands and gave him a little wave with them, and he waved back. “Real ones. I could do with keeping busy on something that isn’t the shop or the case right now.”

“How about tomorrow?” He asked, his forehead clenched in an unsure scrunch. “Noon, outside the school?”

Ellie tried to keep her cool, but she was a little short of breath suddenly. “I’ll be there.”

The scrunch in his brow melted, and they shared a sweet, quiet moment while the pub hummed around them. Daniel’s nan shuffled forward, her voice sharp as she declared, “I’m ready to go home now, Daniel. There’s a draught by that window.” He gave Ellie an apologetic smile before leading his nan out of the pub.

A twinge of disappointment flickered through Ellie as she watched Daniel leave. But no sooner had he disappeared than Oliver reappeared at her side. In a sing-song voice, he teased, “You know, if you’d said, ‘It’s a date,’ you might have let him know how much you fancy him.”

“I don’t recall asking for dating advice?”

Oliver raised an eyebrow. “Well, you need it. Haven’t you been single since the beginning of the last decade?”

His words stung, and Ellie bristled. As much as she hated to admit it, Oliver wasn’t wrong. She’d been on a handful of dates since Luke, but none of the relationships had stuck. Jeremy had been the closest, but he’d jetted off to Hollywood the first chance he got, changing his number before the plane even landed at LAX.

“What would you do?” Ellie asked.

“Be direct.”

“And if I can’t do that?”

Oliver laughed. “You can. Don’t forget, you solved the Blackwood mystery in your first week back in Meadowfield, and you’re still walking around unsure about yourself. You’re Ellie Swan, my dear, and that means something around here.”

“Oliver… be honest…”

“I am!” he insisted. “I work in the café, don’t I? I hear it all, and for a long time, a lot of talk was about you. The man’s probably starstruck, so you might need to make the first move. Next time you see him, look him in the eye and say, ‘You and me, are you on?’ and take it from there. Easy.”

Easy? Nothing that made Ellie feel this unsure could ever be easy.


Chapter Eight


After waiting on Luke’s memorial bench outside the school for ten minutes, Ellie sprang to her feet at the sight of Daniel rushing around the corner, still pulling on his coat and finishing a piece of toast.

“Sorry,” he explained between bites, “my nan couldn’t find her reading glasses.”

“Oh no,” Ellie replied, though she was glad to see him. “Where were they?”

“Around her neck. I don’t know what’s worse, that she didn’t notice, or that I helped her look for them for fifteen minutes.”

“At our age? Definitely the second.”

Daniel chuckled, relieved. “Well, now that they’ve been relocated from her neck to her nose, I’m happy to say we shouldn’t be disturbed.” He produced some keys and unlocked the front gate. “Staff training day, so it’s just us.”

As they walked through the familiar hallways, memories of their shared past flooded back. Ellie had spent the previous evening interrogating her gran, and now she was eager to share what she'd learned with Daniel.

“So, that’s why the shop was closed for most of 1994,” she explained. “My Great-Aunt Vera was going through cancer treatment, so the place was left empty for a while. When Vera decided to go back, she wanted a fresh start—like we’re doing now, except she hired a decorating company and left them to it.”

“And is the decorating company still around? They might have records?”

Ellie shook her head. “Gran dug up a name from the old records, but the company went bankrupt in 2002. I did manage to track down the son of the man who used to run it, but he couldn’t offer much over Facebook this morning—aside from some plumbing advice for the rattling pipes in the bookshop’s bathroom.” She paused, choosing her next words carefully. “But he did say his father would hire people who didn’t care about minimum wages, so he ended up with a lot of unskilled labourers looking for quick money. Friends of friends, strangers—if you could swing a hammer, his dad would find something for you to do.”

“So,” Daniel concluded, “any of the Ghost Watch Club members could have been among those decorators?”

“Exactly.” Ellie nodded, liking how quickly he’d caught on.

They reached Daniel’s classroom, and a wave of nostalgia hit Ellie as they stepped inside. It was a Year Three room, barely changed since their childhood. The small chairs and tables made Ellie feel like a giant in comparison.

Daniel gestured toward a door in the corner next to a display about the local wildlife in Wiltshire. “Remember that store cupboard?”

“The fire alarm?”

“That’s the one.” He scrunched up his face, and said, “You know, if a kid ran into a cupboard today instead of outside during a fire drill, I’d be a little confused.”

“I ran back in to get my bag because I’d left the Agatha Christie I was reading between longer books in there and couldn’t remember what page I was on,” she said, the memory tickling her. “I saw your shoelaces poking out under the door. They were always undone.”

“Nan never figured it out, so she couldn’t teach me.”

Ellie felt a surge of curiosity about Daniel’s nan and how he’d ended up living with her. She wanted to ask more about his life over the past decade but bit her tongue. They weren’t here for a personal catch-up.

He pulled out sheets of coloured card from a drawer, spreading them across the desk—a rainbow of possibilities. “I thought we could make some spooky characters to hide around the assembly hall for the disco. Simple and effective, and I cheap enough that I don’t have to fill out a form.”

Ellie nodded, momentarily distracted from the dark mysteries she’d been unravelling. She picked up a large white sheet and began cutting out a shape. Within minutes, she’d crafted a ghost, complete with hollow eyes and a teeny tiny circular mouth.

“Daniel?” Ellie began, her voice hesitant. “Can I ask you something?”

“Yep,” he replied, dropping his scissors, and abandoning his zombie. “Anything.”

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

“Oh.” But he shook his head without looking up from his work. Ellie waited for him to elaborate, but he remained focused on cutting out a pumpkin shape. “I’m not sure. Probably not. I think I’d need to see proof but how do you even prove it?”

“The Ghost Watch Club tried their hardest,” she said, her thoughts looping back to his nan. “Your nan mentioned Dr Evelyn Marsh, the dead scientist. I did a little digging into her, and she’s an interesting character. Not the kind you’d expect in a club like that.”

“My nan said she was a ‘cling-on’,” he parroted, following it with a shrug. “And that she was a sceptic to the core.”

“Going from the obituaries I read, she was well-respected, and trying to help provide some scientific consensus about what was happening in Meadowfield at that time.”

“And what did she find?”

“If she published her findings, I couldn’t find them.”

“My nan has a theory.” His cheeks pricked up into a naughty smile as she carried on cutting out the zombie. “She thinks that doctor proved herself wrong, and didn’t want to admit it.”

“That Dr Marsh proved ghosts were conclusively real?” Ellie’s eyebrows shot up. “I’d ask how that would be possible, but she didn’t publish.”

“You could ask George?” he suggested, adding some detail to the zombie’s face with some felt tips. “Mr Fenton, I mean. The name didn’t click when you showed me the list over the wall the other day, but he helps with the history club.”

“My gran used to teach in the classroom next door to his and she’s been keeping her cards to her chest, especially when it comes to George and Meredith Fenton,” she said, slicing through the card and right across her finger. She started at the tiny canyon and waited for the blood to rise to the surface as the sting tingled her brain. “I only remember him as a teacher. What’s he like?”

“Erm.” Daniel hummed, letting it drag out as Ellie could see him searching for the diplomatic answer. “Depends on the day.”

“A good day?”

“Respectful?”

Ellie gulped. “And a bad day?”

“Crying children,” he said, adding the zombie on top of Ellie’s ghost before placing two fresh sheets of red card in front of them. “And even worse days, crying teachers. Saying that, he was mostly fine until a few months ago. I suppose it was around the time Meredith went into her coma, but he never told us. Still hasn’t. We found out recently when everyone else did. News like that, you’d expect it to spread.”

“I don’t think Meredith had many people left outside of George,” Ellie said. “I suppose I’ll go and have to see for myself what kind of day I’m about to catch him on.”

The conversation drifted into a comfortable silence for a while. Once they’d stacked up a pile of characters, they carried them down to the assembly hall and stored them in a cupboard. As they walked out, Daniel brought up the Luke assembly talk again.

“Have you thought any more about it?”

Ellie felt a knot form in her stomach. “I’ve been a bit distracted,” she admitted, “but it makes me feel... uncomfortable.” As they made room for their work, Ellie struggled with her emotions. The thought of talking about Luke’s death forced her to confront her unresolved grief, mirroring the village’s need to face its own dark history. She realised that, like the villagers, she’d been avoiding painful truths in her own life.

As they left the school, Daniel rested a comforting hand on her shoulder. “That’s understandable,” he said softly. “Don’t rush into it.” After a moment, he added, “Ellie, I’m here for you if you want to chat about it.”

Ellie thanked Daniel, feeling a mix of gratitude and disappointment. “Do you fancy lunch?” she asked, hoping to spend more time with him.

“Already ate, I’m afraid,” Daniel replied. “I’ll catch you later.”

“Yeah, later...” Ellie sighed, watching him walk away.

Before she could dwell on it, Sylvia appeared at her side, eyes wide with excitement. “Ellie, have you heard?”

“Heard what? The hauntings?” Ellie squinted, wondering if Sylvia had lost her mind.

“Not the 1994 hauntings,” Sylvia clarified. “The ones happening right now. Last night in the village, people saw all sorts of strange things.”

They turned to see Daniel’s nan standing on her doorstep, looking around with a worried expression. “Get inside,” she called to Daniel. “There’s darkness in the air. It’s happening again...” She slammed her door shut.

Sylvia looked amused, but Ellie felt a twinge of concern. Was this why her gran didn’t want to face the past? Because of how it made the villagers act?

“Want to grab lunch and go over my ghoulish findings?” Sylvia offered.

“I need to talk to George Fenton.”

“Ah, I know the way to the Fenton residence,” Sylvia said, looping her arm through Ellie’s. They set off together, Ellie’s mind racing with questions.

As they approached the Fenton house, Ellie spotted a familiar figure. Her gran was sneaking out, looking around as if checking for witnesses before she scurried off down the lane.

“She must not have seen you,” Sylvia remarked.

When Ellie had left her Gran in the garden that morning, she had promised to enjoy the brief sunshine with a good book. Clearly, she had other plans.

Ellie wished she had been the first to get to George today, but she was too intrigued by his reputation as a sceptic and his connection to the Ghost Watch Club to turn back now. As she approached the door, her heart raced with anticipation. After a few short knocks, George answered and peered out through eyes that were much older than Ellie remembered from her school days. His dark hair shone silver, thick and bushy and in need of a cut, and his shoulders hunched forwards where they’d been drawn back before. He didn’t invite them in, choosing to speak on the doorstep instead. Ellie introduced herself and Sylvia, then dove straight into her questions.

“Mr Fenton, I’m curious about how you ended up in the Ghost Watch Club, given your known reputation as a sceptic.”

George’s eyes narrowed, but he answered, “I was fascinated by the ghost sightings, yes. But as a historian, I wanted to prove they were psychological phenomena rather than anything tangible in the real world.”

“But your wife is a believer?” Ellie could feel the tension radiating from him at the observation, so she pivoted and asked, “How did you two meet?”

“How did a believer and a sceptic end up together, you mean?” he asked, the bite in his voice razor-sharp. “I’ve heard it all before, and it still doesn’t change anything.” To her surprise, he let out a short, sharp laugh. “We fell in love in your gran’s shop, at Meadowfield Books. Reached for the same book about the supernatural, as you’ve already pointed out, but for very different reasons.”

“How romantic!” Sylvia whispered behind Ellie, her only contribution so far. “Please, continue. Did you hear music? See doves? Feel fireworks?”

“I was irritated,” he mumbled. “I was conducting research into historical paranormal phenomena to see if there were any patterns, and I’d been looking for that book—packed with unedited first-hand accounts—for months, and that was the last copy.”

Sylvia let out another romantic sigh. “But naturally, you let her have it?”

“No.” He flared his nostrils, closing the door a fraction. “I demanded she tell me what she could possibly want with a book written with academics in mind for research purposes, and she looked at me and said, ‘Light reading.’ I’m afraid I fell in love with her at that moment—before I fully realised that she believed every single word written on those pages.”

“Blind faith can be so dangerous,” Sylvia said wistfully.

“It wasn’t blind though, was it?” Ellie asked. “She had a story from when she was younger.”

George sighed, another topic he’d heard too many times from the looks of it. “When she was a little girl, she claimed a ‘ghost’ saved her from being hit by a car. She froze, and then all of a sudden, she saw this white light next to her. It told her to move and pulled her off the road. When she came to, with the car blaring past, she was alone.”

Sylvia gasped. “Oh, that poor child must have been terrified.”

George nodded. “She was convinced it was her older brother. He died when she was five. Her guardian angel, she’d call him. Whenever something good happened, it was because he was watching over her. She met me because of him, she founded the club because of him, beautiful flowers were all him, and the sunshine too.” He exhaled a deep sigh, not trying to hide his cynic. “You get the idea—her belief was unbreakable.”

After a silent moment, Sylvia cleared her throat and said, “Mr Fenton, your wife is unbreakable. She’s still with us.”

George looked at Sylvia with a look Ellie had seen, mosltly from big-headed actors to anyone on the crew without ‘executive’ in their title. He was asking if she thought he was an idiot, like Sylvia had tried and failed to catch him out.

“I don’t know what happened to Tim,” George said finally, stepping back inside with slow, laboured steps. “Talk to Paul, Tim’s apprentice. They were thick as thieves.” On his way back inside, he added, “And watch out for the girlfriend. She bites.”

George slammed the door, leaving Sylvia to mouth his final word to herself like someone might jump from the bushes to chomp at her.

“One last question, Mr Fenton,” Ellie called through the wood. “When did you last see my gran?”

“Before Christmas,” he called back, “now please, with all due respect, go away!”

Sylvia didn’t need to be asked twice and hurried back onto the path. Ellie lingered for a moment and watched George shuffle through the sitting room before landing in an armchair, and all she could wonder was what happened to that history teacher, who, once upon a time, the worst thing you could accuse him of being, was boring.

“A ghost, your gran sneaking around, and a biting woman!” Sylvia said with a gossipy thrill as the Fenton residence shrank behind them “The plot thickens, as they say.”

Ellie nodded, her determination growing. “It does, and I need to find my Gran. She knows more than she’s telling me.”

“Then I shall leave you,” Sylvia said, air kissing her on both cheeks before stepping into the road. “And Ellie, be careful. There’s something in the air I can’t quite put my finger on…”

With Sylvia’s warning ringing in her ears, they parted at an old red phone box before Ellie continued down a winding lane of wonky cottages and overgrown gardens. Charming, so why was Ellie so unsettled, and what was that sound?

She froze outside of a black door, turning to look the way she’d come, sure she’d heard the click of a camera shutter. Out of place. Crisp. And there was nothing there—just the empty lane curving away behind her, bordered by hedgerows and lampposts. And enough cars for someone to hide behind.

Her eyes darted from one shadow to the next, searching for the source of the sound. There was no one in sight. No photographers lurking in the bushes, no tourists with bulky cameras hanging from their necks. Just silence, save for the distant caw of a crow.

She took a step forward, her senses heightened. Could it have been a bird? Or perhaps the click of a gate latch? She listened again, but the sound didn’t repeat.

The village whistled emptily around her, the warm sun of the morning long since gone. As she made her way towards the green, a strange feeling of nostalgia washed over her for something she’d never thought she’d miss; the constant hums and honks of a city.

Yet as Granny Maggie’s cottage—home—came into view, the unsettling feeling of being watched, of being followed lingered, like a shadow trailing behind her, only this time, the open lane with its country views had nowhere to hide.

“This is how it starts,” she muttered to herself, slamming the gate with more force than she’d meant. “There’s nothing there.”

Still, she checked the empty street one last time.


Chapter Nine


The scent of home greeted Ellie as she stepped into the cottage, her gran already at the door, shrugging on her jacket, shoes firmly in place.

"Going anywhere nice?" Ellie asked, trying to keep her tone casual.

Maggie paused, her hand lingering on the doorknob. "Just out for a bit," she replied, her voice light, though her eyes darted without landing on Ellie. "I have some errands to run."

"Write a list, and I'll do them for you."

"Oh, you don't need to trouble yourself with my silly tasks, love. I coped on my own for a long time, you know." She sighed, her shoulders sagging when Ellie’s stern stare didn't waver. "Fine. I'm going to visit Meredith in the hospital. We haven’t spoken in almost thirty years, but I never stopped wanting the best for her. Since she fell ill, I visit her regularly, anyway. This isn’t about those silly words on the wall."

"You're still downplaying it."

"Downplaying what?"

"Tim's murder," Ellie snapped, then caught herself, taking a breath. "And what about the camera equipment in the walls?"

"Silly games. Children, no doubt!" she tried to laugh it off, but the sound choked in her throat. "Please, Ellie. Just... leave it alone."

"I'll leave it alone if you answer me one question. When did you last see George Fenton?"

Maggie's brow furrowed as she feigned thought. "I see him a lot less since we stopped gossiping about students over cups of tea in the staffroom." After a moment, she added, "A few months ago?"

Her gran had always been stubborn, but lying?

That was new, and she was terrible at it.

"He said it was before Christmas."

Maggie's eyes widened briefly before she recovered. "Ah, yes! That’s when it was. Before Christmas."

"Gran..."

"Ellie, I really must be getting on to see⁠—"

"I saw you coming out of his cottage earlier.”

"I—" Maggie's fingers tightened on the doorknob, but she didn’t pull it open, even as a car engine rumbled to a halt outside. "So, you're sneaking around after me?"

The accusation grazed Ellie like a stray bullet, and the gasp that escaped Maggie’s lips told her she wasn't the only one surprised by the misfire.

"Ellie, I⁠—"

"I'll come with you," Ellie said, softening her tone. She reached out, turning her gran's hand gently on the doorknob. "You can explain everything on the way."

Maggie shook her head gently. "Sorry, Ellie. I'm going on my own." She gave Ellie a small, apologetic smile before stepping into the afternoon sunshine. "That is where I’m going, but I shouldn’t have deceived you. One of the things I value most is trust. Not just where I put mine, but how others trust me." She wavered, glancing up to meet Ellie’s eye. "But you’re not looking at me like she did."

"Meredith?"

Maggie nodded. "The day I told her I didn’t think we could be friends anymore... The look she gave me, it has stayed with me, and I think I know exactly what she was thinking.” Tears filling her eyes, she turned away as she said, “I think I saw the moment she realised that she might have seen me as being part of her family, but I… I…”

She rushed off to the waiting taxi without another glance, leaving Ellie standing in the doorway, hit square in the chest by her gran’s sudden confession. Maggie had been acting so strangely since the graffiti showed up, and now this. Ellie didn’t know what to think, but she knew how to feel. She trusted her gran implicitly, and she’d tell her as much the next time they spoke. But Ellie wanted—needed—to understand what was going on.

Turning to make herself a stiff cup of tea to help, she tripped over a plastic shopping bag. It toppled over, spilling out books. She bent down to pick it up, assuming it was something her gran had meant to take with her to Meredith. But what could Meredith possibly want? She was in a coma.

Ellie crouched and lifted the plastic covering. Notebooks—an entire stack of them. She spotted her old high school logo on one corner. If these were her gran's school notes, why were they sitting by the front door so many years after her retirement?

Gathering them up, Ellie carried them into the kitchen and laid them on the table. She was about to leave them—desperate for that cup of tea—when something caught her eye: Meredith’s name.

Curiosity piqued, she sat down and began flipping through the pages. The notebooks were filled with meticulously detailed observations—dates, names, and events, all connected to the 1994 hauntings. The handwriting, though neat and precise, eerily mirrored George's manner of speaking: structured, logical, almost clinical.

But these weren’t just notes; they were detailed accounts of Meredith’s activities, interactions with various people in the village, and her involvement in the Ghost Watch Club. There were observations of her movements, hypotheses about her mental state, and conclusions all pointing to a deeply unsettled woman, written with a detached but disturbingly insightful perspective, as though George had been following her every step.

What unsettled her most was the way George described Meredith’s growing obsession with the supernatural—his words betraying a quiet frustration, hidden beneath the dispassionate tone. ‘Meredith believes in things she cannot see,’ one note read, ‘but what worries me is that she’s beginning to value them more than the things she can. It’s like watching her drift into a world where I can’t follow.’ Another passage caught her eye: ‘The Ghost Watch Club has become more than a hobby. It consumes her. I’m losing her to something that doesn’t even exist.’

As she read on, George's internal conflict became painfully clear. He had tried to be supportive, even attended a few of the Club’s gatherings, but his patience had worn thin. ‘At first, I thought it was harmless. We all have our quirks. But now... it’s like Meredith’s slipping through my fingers, chasing shadows. The more I pull her back, the further she goes. And I... I don't know if I want to keep trying. She’s ruining our marriage.’

With her gut squirming, Ellie closed the notebook and pushed it away, swapping it for another. She flicked through its pages, relieved to find they were mostly scientific and less personal.

‘June 15, 1994 - The Drowsy Duck, 22:17. Witness claims glasses 'flew off the shelf.' Likely explanation: Vibrations from nearby construction work or careless cleaning.’

‘July 3, 1994 - St. Mary's Church, 15:45. Multiple reports of 'cold spots' near the altar. Obvious cause: Faulty heating system and overactive imaginations.’

‘August 8, 1994 - Village Green, 23:30. Sighting of ghostly figure among the trees. Probable explanation: Moonlight, fog, and inebriated observer.’

George’s frustration was obvious in his increasingly acerbic additional comments, one of which read, ‘Another day, another ridiculous claim. The people of my village continue to disappoint me.’

Ellie felt a twinge of sympathy for George. She remembered her own exasperation on film sets, battling directors who prioritised drama over historical accuracy. The urge to preserve truth in the face of sensationalism was all too familiar.

But it was the final note that made Ellie’s breath catch: ‘I hope the nagging voice in my mind is wrong about the hauntings being of Meredith’s making.’

Another accusation against Meredith, and this time with a extra spoonful of betrayal. Ellie shivered, considering the implications. If George believed Meredith capable of such deception, what else might he have suspected her of?

And what of George? His contradiction-filled accounts left her questioning the foundation of her investigation. Was he a concerned husband looking out for his wife, or something more sinister lurking in the shadows?

She turned the page, hoping to find answers, and her gaze landed on a particular note from George’s journal, detailing an interaction with none other than Tim Baker: ‘October 2nd, 1994: Bought vintage camera from Tim (very knowledgeable). Good quality, well-maintained. He assured me it’ll do the job.’

The idea that Tim sold George a vintage camera wasn’t unusual, but it still made Ellie pause—especially given that she had just found one in the bookshop, hidden in an old fireplace. And what was the job that Tim assured it would do? Ellie scanned the page and the next one for more references to the camera but found nothing else. She couldn’t say for certain if it was the same camera, but she could easily imagine that Victorian antique in George Fenton’s hands.

The front door opened, startling Ellie as she tried to gather the notebooks together. Granny Maggie hurried in, her cheeks flushed.

"Looking for this?" Ellie held up the plastic bag.

Maggie froze, then took a step forward, hesitant. "Ellie, I..."

"I want to trust you, Gran," Ellie cut her off. "Why do you have George’s notes from 1994?”

"It’s complicated. I didn’t want to involve you."

"Too late, and I deserve to know what’s going on from you, of all people. And you are involved, and it’s not fair."

Maggie’s voice cracked. "What’s not fair is that George’s wife has spent months in a coma, she’s been accused of murder again, and George... he doesn’t know what to believe.” She took the plastic bag from Ellie, though she hovered as though she didn’t know what to do with them. “He asked me to go over his observations from the time, to see if there was anything that might prove Meredith's innocence or guilt. He said he couldn’t face reading them himself."

"Did you find anything?"

Maggie shook her head. "Nothing concrete. He told me to get rid of it all if I didn’t find anything.”

The admission caught Ellie by surprise. “And that’s not suspicious to you? And if it’s not, there’s something else—George made note of the fact he purchased a vintage camera from Tim Baker a few weeks before Tim died.”

Maggie didn’t look as surprised as Ellie expected. “Tim’s family is in antiques.” Though almost immediately, with less defiance, said, “But if you think it’s something, maybe someone should look into it.”

For the first time since the graffiti appeared on the bookshop wall, Ellie felt a sense of unity with her gran. They were closer to being on the same page.

“We need to find out more about Tim,” Ellie decided. “Find out how he was with everyone else in the club. Paul and Tim seemed to work together, so

"Then Paul may know something," Maggie agreed. "But tomorrow," she added firmly, opening the conservatory door. The cool air rushed in like an uninvited guest. "We need to recharge. Joey will keep us busy tomorrow. Tonight, we read. No arguments."

Ellie sighed, recognizing the determination in her grandmother’s eyes. "Fine," she relented, affection softening her tone. She glanced around the room, looking for a book to occupy her mind. Her eyes landed on the largest volume she could find—a hefty tome on local history, thick with yellowed pages and the scent of old paper.

Grabbing the book, she settled into the worn armchair by the fireplace, slipping her notes inside as a bookmark. She began to pore over every detail of the case.


Chapter Ten


Gloomy and early the next morning, Ellie climbed the creaky stairs to the upper room of Meadowfield Books, a space she'd never seen open to the public. The musty scent of old paper and dust tickled her nose as she entered. Joey stood by a partially removed floorboard, his brow furrowed in concentration.

“Found something interesting?” Ellie asked, her curiosity piqued.

Joey nodded, gesturing to a pile of equipment beside him. “More stuff hidden away. Projectors and smoke machines this time. Bit odd, isn’t it?”

Ellie knelt beside the pile, her mind racing. These were exactly the kinds of tools one might use to stage a haunting. She picked up a small projector, turning it over in her hands. “Whoever hid all this must have thought it would never be found,” she mused aloud.

Joey yawned widely, stretching his arms above his head. “Sorry,” he mumbled, looking sheepish. “Been at this for hours.”

“You must be exhausted,” Ellie said, setting down the projector. “How about I make us some tea?”

Joey’s eyes lit up. “That’d be great, thanks.”

Ellie made her way to the back room, her thoughts swirling with questions about the hidden equipment. She opened the tea canister, expecting to find it full as always—her gran never let it run empty. To her surprise, it was bare.

“Joey,” she called up the stairs, “I’ll have to pop out for teabags. Back in a minute!”

“Don’t rush!” Joey’s voice drifted down, sounding relaxed despite the strange discoveries of the day.

Ellie pushed open the door to The Giggling Goat, the cheerful tinkle of the bell a stark contrast to her preoccupied thoughts. She spotted Sylvia, Zara, Amber, and Willow huddled around their usual table, deep in conversation over steaming mugs of coffee.

Sylvia waved her over enthusiastically. “Ellie, darling! You won’t believe what’s been happening around town. Things going bump in the night left and right!”

Ellie slid into an empty chair, her quest for tea momentarily forgotten. “Oh? Do tell.”

Amber leaned in, her pink hair bobbing with excitement. “I’ve got an update about those cameras. Turns out Tim collected them. Isn’t that wild?”

“Speaking of equipment,” Ellie said, “I just found projectors and smoke machines buried under the floorboards at the bookshop.”

Zara’s eyes widened. “Like for a school disco?”

“Maybe,” Ellie shrugged. “I’m not sure what they were used for.”

“Things under the floorboards?” Sylvia exclaimed. “Messages under the wallpaper? Are you sure you’re not standing on a portal to hell there, Ellie?”

Ellie couldn’t help but chuckle. “Ask me again in a week.”

Turning to Amber, Ellie asked, “Do you know anything about the camera? What it can do, how it might be used to fake something?”

Amber shook her head. “Not sure, but I’ll do some digging.”

Willow, who had been quietly sipping her tea, spoke up. “Have you proved they’re fake yet?”

“I have the book back at the shop,” Ellie replied. “The one with all the pictures, the evidence captured around the 1994 activity.”

Willow nodded, her belief in the supernatural apparent in her eyes. Ellie wasn’t surprised, given Willow’s profession as an apothecary.

“Could you put a copy aside for me to buy?” Willow asked. “I’ll come and get it later.”

“Of course,” Ellie agreed.

Sylvia clapped her hands together. “Well, I’ll continue to keep my eyes out for spirits and whispers. I’m rather hoping to get a visit myself tonight. It’s all so exciting!”

Ellie watched as Zara rolled her eyes at Sylvia’s enthusiasm. “You don’t understand what you’re messing with,” Zara warned, her tone serious.

Turning to Zara, Ellie asked, “Are Cassie and Paul in the studio?”

“No, but Cassie is,” Zara replied.

Ellie quickly gathered the teas, eager to return to Joey and their discoveries. As she prepared to leave, Oliver leaned over the counter. “Is Joey still cute?”

“Put your tongue away,” Ellie retorted, shaking her head.

Oliver grinned. “I bet you ten pounds he’s going to ask you on a date before the week is over.”

“I really don’t have time for this,” Ellie sighed, exasperated.

“I remember when you used to be fun. Like... last week,” Oliver teased. “Well, last week we weren’t five minutes away from the Ghostbusters turning up.”

Ellie hurried back to the bookshop, her mind focused on the hidden equipment and the mysteries surrounding it. As she entered, she was met with a bewildering scene. Joey lay sprawled on the floor, with Carolyn and Penny hovering over him, trying to rouse him. Paul stood to the side, camera in hand, filming the entire spectacle.

“What happened?” Ellie demanded, pushing through to Joey’s side.

Carolyn turned to her, eyes wide with excitement. “We just came in to capture footage of the progress for b-roll and found him like this at the bottom of the stairs. It’s like he’d been pushed... pushed by a ghost... like Tim Baker!”

Ellie knelt beside Joey, helping him sit up as he slowly regained consciousness. She could hear Carolyn’s voice behind her, directing Paul. “Zoom in, Paul. Get Ellie helping Joey up. This is gold!”

Ellie’s heart raced as she watched the scene unfold before her. “Cut!” she yelled, her voice sharp with frustration.

“Keep rolling,” Carolyn countered, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

“Cut!” Ellie repeated, more forcefully this time. “This isn’t a spectacle.” She turned to Paul, hoping for support, but he remained half-hidden behind the camera, offering only a shrug and a tap on the green light. The message was clear: he wasn’t the one keeping the camera on.

Avoiding her mother's gaze, Ellie looked pleadingly at Penny. Guilt flickered across her aunt's face before she spoke up. “Carolyn, perhaps we’ve got enough footage? Let’s get some stuff outside while the clouds are thick. It’s mysterious.”

Carolyn grumbled but relented, heading outside with Paul and Penny in tow. Ellie made a mental note to have words with her mother later, away from the prying eye of the camera.

With the immediate chaos subsided, Ellie turned her attention back to Joey. “What happened?” she asked gently, helping him sit up.

Joey's eyes were wide with confusion and a hint of fear. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice shaky. “I was upstairs looking through the books. Saw there were Horrible Histories books. I used to love them as a kid. Well, the TV show. Then all of a sudden, I felt these hands on my shoulders from behind and whoosh... down the stairs... but...” He trailed off, his gaze darting nervously to the top of the stairs. “I couldn’t have, could I?”

Ellie followed his gaze, her own eyes drawn to the darkness at the top of the staircase. A chill ran down her spine as she suddenly became acutely aware that they might not be alone in the bookshop.

Ellie’s heart raced as she helped Joey to his feet. “Are you hurt?” she asked, her eyes scanning him for any visible injuries.

Joey shook his head, wincing slightly. “Just my pride, and maybe my head,” he mumbled.

“You need to get checked out,” Ellie insisted. She quickly called Penny back inside, instructing her to watch over Joey. As she headed towards the stairs, Ellie pulled out her phone and dialled for an ambulance.

Her footsteps echoed in the empty stairwell as she climbed, her senses on high alert. At the top, she noticed a small window, slightly ajar. Peering out, she spotted a ladder propped against the building, leading down to the back alley.

Without hesitation, Ellie descended the ladder, her eyes darting around the narrow passage. The alley only opened on one end, but aside from Sylvia standing in her doorway with her back turned, it was deserted.

Ellie approached Sylvia quietly, observing her peculiar behaviour. The older woman was knocking on a large wheel of cheese and then pressing her ear against it, listening intently.

“Boo,” Ellie whispered gently.

Sylvia let out an ear-splitting scream, spinning around and tossing the cheese wheel into the air. In a miraculous display of dexterity, she managed to catch it, clutching it tightly to her chest.

“Good heavens, Ellie!” Sylvia exclaimed, her eyes wide. “You nearly made me drop £700 worth of rare Beaufort d'Alpage from France!”

A moment passed before Sylvia burst into laughter, reaching out to playfully slap Ellie’s shoulder. “My, you gave me quite the fright!”

Ellie felt a smile tugging at her lips, but her amusement was short-lived. Her gaze drifted back to the ladder, a sense of unease settling in her stomach. She was certain that someone had recently used it to sneak up and push Joey down the stairs.

Ellie’s brow furrowed as she heard Sylvia’s confused voice. “What is my ladder doing up? And there? It was here, and in half. I was going to send Joey up to check the gutters while he was around.”

Before Ellie could respond, Joey stumbled out of the bookshop, followed closely by a concerned Penny. “He’s happy to check, it’s no bother,” Penny called out, but her words were belied by Joey’s unsteady gait.

Ellie watched in horror as Joey, clearly disoriented, staggered into Sylvia. The cheese wheel slipped from Sylvia’s grasp, rolling away and colliding with the nearby bins. Sylvia let out an ear-piercing shriek and dashed after her precious cargo.

Seizing the moment, Ellie gently guided Joey back into the bookshop, settling him into a chair. She examined the wound on his head, relief washing over her as she noted the cut wasn’t deep. “You’ll be alright,” she assured him softly.

Joey looked up at her, his eyes wide with admiration. “How are you staying so calm?”

Ellie felt a wry smile tug at her lips. She leaned in close, whispering, “I’m not. I’m actually freaking out because I think someone just climbed up those ladders to push you down the stairs. So why?”

Joey shrugged, his face scrunching up in thought. “Got any enemies?” He paused, then added earnestly, “I did sort of knee that fella in the crown jewels at rugby practice last week.”

Ellie shook her head, suppressing a chuckle. “Probably not that, then.”

With Joey settled, Ellie climbed the stairs, her heart pounding with each step. As she reached the top, her eyes widened in disbelief. The projector, smoke machine, and camera were gone. She rushed to the window, throwing it open and letting out a scream of frustration.

From below, Sylvia’s voice drifted up, “Don’t worry, Ellie. The cheese is perfectly alright.”

Ellie slammed the window shut, her mind reeling. She turned and headed back downstairs, determination setting in. Someone had been here, and she was going to find out who and why.

Ellie turned to Joey, her face etched with concern and guilt. “That stuff was important,” she said, her voice low and urgent. “It’s gone now, and you almost died for it. I’m so sorry for dragging you into this mess.”

Joey opened his mouth to respond, but was interrupted by the distant wail of an ambulance siren. Ellie glanced out the window to see the vehicle pulling up at the top of the street. Almost simultaneously, DS Angela Cookson’s car screeched to a halt, with PC Finn trailing behind her.

“Penny, can you look after Joey?” Ellie asked, her mind already racing ahead. “I need to go and see a man about a camera.”

Without waiting for a response, Ellie dashed out of the bookshop's back door and down the one-sided back alley. Her feet pounded against the cobblestones as she ran, her heart hammering in her chest. She rounded the corner at the bottom of the alley and hurried towards Paul's Photography Studio above Zara’s gift shop (check name), where a small sign told her to go around the back.

She circled around to the back, finding herself in another alley. This one was different, though. Several of the shops had metal stairs leading up to a second floor. Ellie’s gaze swept across the buildings, her breath catching as she spotted an old, faded sign hammering against a flower basket with nothing but curled husks left behind. The old sign pointed clearly to another ghost from the past: Tim Baker’s Studio.


Chapter Eleven


Ellie climbed the rickety old staircase towards the small photo studio, each step groaning under her weight. Angry metal music roared from inside, the furious guitars and relentless drums mirroring the tempest in her own heart. Joey’s fall—no, push—she was certain now—echoed in her mind with every beat. Someone had tried to harm him, and the missing equipment confirmed her suspicions. Her determination steeled, she reached the top and let herself into the studio, the rattling bell above the door drowned out by the blaring music.

Inside, the scene was a stark contrast to the old-world charm of Meadowfield. Cassie, a woman with a gothic aura, her dark makeup stark against her pale skin, was directing a photoshoot. Her black clothes and numerous pieces of jewellery clinked softly as she moved, the metal and leather blending seamlessly with the rebellious atmosphere. A young punk guy, nervously clutching a guitar, stood under the harsh studio lights, his eyes darting towards Ellie as she entered. Cassie’s voice, calm yet authoritative, guided him through his poses. She pulled a couple of pouches from a box and, with a few strategic throws, sent up colourful plumes of smoke that filled the air with a pink and yellow haze. Smoke bombs. They used to use them on set all the time when they needed a cheap, fast effect.

Through the fog, the young punk’s gaze lingered on Ellie, his shyness becoming more apparent under her scrutiny. Cassie noticed the interruption and shot Ellie a glance—a silent promise of "be right with you." Ellie nodded slightly, turning her attention to the walls to give them space, though her curiosity burned hotter than ever.

She scanned the photographs lining the walls, her eyes flitting from one image to the next. The contrast was striking—frilly white-framed wedding pictures adorned the walls, each capturing moments of love and commitment, a sharp dissonance to the aggressive soundtrack and the studio’s edgy vibe. The juxtaposition unsettled her, deepening the mystery.

Ellie's eyes lingered on the wedding photos, a sudden pang of emotion catching her off guard. Would her wedding to Luke have ended up immortalised on this wall? The thought sent a shiver down her spine. Given that this was the only photography studio in Meadowfield, her mother had probably already booked them. She could almost picture it—her and Luke, beaming at the camera, their future stretching out before them. But that future had shattered like glass.

Shaking off the melancholy, Ellie turned away from the wall. The pictures held little interest now, just reminders of what could have been. She moved to lean against the counter, seeking a moment to collect her thoughts.

As she leaned back, something hard dug into her spine. Frowning, Ellie turned to investigate. A hardback book lay on the counter, its glossy cover reflecting the harsh studio lights. "Famous Photography from World-Changing Events," the title proclaimed in bold letters.

Curiosity piqued, Ellie noticed a bookmark protruding from the pages. She opened the book, the spine cracking slightly as if it hadn't been opened often. The bookmark led her to a photograph from a mid-20th century event in England. The image was striking, capturing a moment of intense emotion and historical significance.

Her eyes drifted to the caption: "Photograph by Kenneth Holloway." Ellie's eyebrows rose. Holloway—could this be a relative of Paul's? The connection seemed too coincidental to ignore.

As she examined the page more closely, Ellie noticed something odd. While the rest of the book appeared pristine, this particular page was dog-eared, its corner bent and slightly worn. It stood out starkly against the crisp edges of the other pages, as if this one had been visited far more frequently than the others.

Ellie's fingers traced the worn edge of the page, her mind racing with possibilities. But before she could delve deeper into her thoughts, the blaring music abruptly cut off. She spun around, startled by the sudden silence.

The punk musician was now changing into more casual clothes, clearly ready to leave. As he headed out, Cassie approached Ellie with a scrutinising gaze that made her feel like she was being sized up.

Wanting to start on a positive note, Ellie hooked her thumb over her shoulder towards the book and said, "Photography must run in the family."

Cassie's brow furrowed. "Sorry?"

"Kenneth Holloway," Ellie clarified. "Your husband's father?"

"Paul isn't my husband," Cassie replied, a hint of defensiveness in her voice. "We don't believe in all that. But yeah, that's Paul's dad's work. Only source of family pride he has."

Ellie nodded, assuming aloud, "Inspired him to get into photography."

Cassie squinted at her suspiciously. "Who are you? What sort of photography help are you after?"

Ellie hesitated for a moment before responding, "I want to know about an old camera that I found."

"Paul's the camera expert. I'm the creative," Cassie said dismissively. "But if it's an antique, you might be better off going across the road."

As Cassie began tidying up, clearly eager to see Ellie leave, she mentioned, "I'm doing the new teacher portraits for the primary school's website after lunch." Then, almost as an afterthought, she asked, "Do you have the camera?"

Ellie felt a knot form in her stomach. "I did, but I lost it. Well, it was stolen."

Cassie's irritation was palpable now. "Okay... So, why are you here?"

Swallowing hard, Ellie decided to be direct. "Because I believe the camera was used in connection to the 1994 hauntings and possibly had something to do with Tim's death." She paused, watching Cassie's reaction carefully. "You knew him, didn't you? This used to be his studio."

Ellie noticed the shift in Cassie's demeanour at the mention of Tim. The woman seemed to shrink, her earlier bravado evaporating.

"Connected how?" Cassie asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"With the faked ghost sightings," Ellie replied.

"They weren't faked," Cassie snapped, her voice suddenly sharp. "They got proof. Photographic proof."

Ellie pointed out, "Stuff can be faked."

"Yeah? Well, it wasn't," Cassie retorted, anger flashing in her eyes. "Tim took those pictures, and you're accusing a dead man of being a liar."

Ellie found herself leaning back into the counter, the book digging into her spine as Cassie's fury radiated towards her.

Ellie watched as Paul returned, lowering his camera. His eyes darted between her and Cassie, sensing the palpable tension in the room.

"Are you here to cause trouble?" Paul asked, his brow furrowed.

Cassie crossed her arms, her voice sharp. "She just turned up talking about old cameras and Tim."

Paul's expression softened slightly. "Oh, you're Carolyn's daughter, aren't you? The one I'm filming the pilot for?"

Ellie nodded, noticing how Cassie's defensive posture eased at this revelation.

"I'm sorry about before, not cutting the camera," Paul said. "Carolyn's paying the bill, you know how it is."

"I understand," Ellie replied. "I used to work on a TV set. It's just hard to see such disregard for suffering."

Paul shrugged. "It's no different than a wildlife documentary letting animals get eaten. Documentation. You're into history, aren't you? You should know that."

Ellie raised an eyebrow. "How do you know I'm into history?"

"I know your gran. She taught me at school," Paul explained.

"Snap," Ellie said, then turned to Cassie. "Did you have her too?"

Cassie shook her head. "I had Mr Fenton," she said, her expression darkening. "Miserable old git."

"George was part of your club in 1994 though?" Ellie pointed out, which caused Cassie's eyes to pinch at the corners. "Along with his wife, Meredith? She ran the group."

"Paul ran the group," Cassie quickly corrected.

"Meredith started the group," Paul said, altogether calmer than his girlfriend. He sent her what seemed to be a warning shot, and she backed down and busied herself with taking down the city backdrop she'd been using during the photo shoot.

Ellie wasn't there to talk that kind of camera trickery.

"I don't suppose you know why Tim sold George Fenton an old camera?" Ellie asked, her voice steady despite her inner turmoil.

Paul shrugged, his expression noncommittal.

Undeterred, Ellie pressed on. "Or why that camera ended up in the walls of my gran's bookshop?"

Before Paul could answer, Cassie interjected, her voice sharp with irritation. "She thinks the ghosts were faked. I already told her we don't know anything about any old cameras. We're photographers, not collectors."

"But Tim was," Ellie countered, her gaze fixed on Paul.

Paul held up a hand to Cassie, his gesture placating. "It's alright," he said, turning to Ellie. "As it happens, I think I do have an idea about what you're talking about. I don't know about any specific camera, but Tim did collect old bits of junk like the rest of his family. I remember him mentioning he was selling something to George, which is part of the reason people thought Meredith killed Tim."

Ellie paused, waiting for more context. When none came, she realised she wasn't following Paul's train of thought. Her confusion must have shown on her face because Paul continued.

"You know Meredith was the one faking things?"

Ellie turned to Cassie, her brow furrowed. "I thought they weren't faked."

Cassie's face hardened. "Our pictures weren't. The ones Tim took. They were the real deal, weren't they, Paul?"

He nodded, his expression serious. "We found evidence that Meredith had written scripts to influence a séance. She was so desperate to prove her spirits were real she had to fake them. We weren't all waiting for knocks on the wall. Tim was more interested in what he could capture on film."

"And he did," Cassie added, her voice filled with conviction. "It's all in the book."

Ellie's ears pricked up at the mention of the book. "Ah, I keep hearing about this book. Do you have a copy I can look at?"

"No." He paused, then added, "I have one, but we don't keep it here. This is just for work stuff." His eyes darted to the clock on the wall. "Speaking of, we've got a shoot to get to."

Ellie felt a twinge of frustration. She hadn't managed to ask any of the questions she really wanted answers to. What happened that night when Tim died? She opened her mouth to press further, but Cassie spoke first.

"There was a huge haunting event," Cassie said, her eyes gleaming with excitement. "It was the night of the séance. Meredith was exposed for faking stuff, but then something actually happened. Old Jonas Smith came back."

"Ah, there's a name I know and haven't heard for a while," Ellie mused. "Some old Wiltshire legend."

Cassie nodded eagerly. "Well, he came back that night and Tim caught him on camera. That's all they were trying to do—put their names in the history books."

"Like your father, Paul," Ellie said.

He frowned, folding his arms across his narrow chest. "You know of Kenneth Holloway?"

"She was snooping through that book," Cassie said, her voice dripping with contempt as she strode behind Ellie, zipping up a bag as she went. "Tim and Paul made history, regardless of what that doctor or anyone said."

"Would that doctor be Dr Evelyn Marsh?" Ellie asked. "Wasn't she looking at everything from a scientific angle?"

"And she said we took it too seriously," Cassie muttered, busying her hands with stuffing lenses from a drawer into a bag. "Wouldn't stop talking about how she'd debunked everything but then would never prove it. She was a weirdo, and she had the nerve to call us freaks."

"Alright, Cassie," Paul interjected, his tone suddenly serious. "Let's not speak ill of the dead. Look, I'm sorry, Ellie, we need to get ready for this portrait shoot. They've had us booked in for months, and I don't know what else to tell you. We thought we were onto something, Tim fell, and then all our lives went in different directions."

"Is this portrait shoot at the primary school?" Ellie asked, sensing an opportunity. "I'll help you carry your stuff across. I was heading there anyway."

Cassie and Paul exchanged fraught glances, but Paul nodded and handed Ellie a heavy bag to carry. As they left the studio, Cassie hurried off ahead, but Ellie made sure to keep pace with Paul, who was struggling with the weight of the equipment.

"I have no idea how you keep this on your shoulder," Ellie commented, hefting the camera bag. "It weighs a ton."

Paul laughed. "It doesn't feel as heavy when you stop paying attention to it."

"Like a lot of things in life," Ellie mused.

"Deep," Paul remarked.

Ellie saw her chance. "While we're 'deep'," she began, "you were close to Tim, weren't you? You were his apprentice. What was he like?"

"Oh, he was a nice guy," Paul began, his voice carrying a touch of nostalgia. "He gave me my first job straight out of college. I knew the basics, but he showed me how to really capture an image. How to feel the right composition and lighting, how to breathe and move at one with the camera. People liked him. He sort of looked like a young Leonardo DiCaprio. Had floppy hair and always had a camera around his neck, ready to take a picture of anything."

Ellie nodded, imagining Tim with his camera, capturing moments of the past now shrouded in mystery. The primary school loomed ahead, its brick façade casting long shadows in the afternoon light.

Paul shifted the weight of the equipment on his shoulder. "Look, Ellie. It's cool that you're trying to figure out what happened to Tim. That night has haunted me for enough years to know that it wasn't an accident like the police were saying."

"What do you think happened?" Ellie asked, her curiosity piqued.

Paul hesitated, then sighed. "I think that message on the wall was right," he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "And maybe her current state is justice finally taking place. I saw the scripts with my own eyes. Tim's dad died two months before he did, that's why his mum went off her rocker, screaming for years about police corruption. But a lot of people agree with her. Meredith's script… she used Tim's dad to convince him that the ghosts were real. When it didn’t work, Tim cussed her out in front of everyone."

"Tim didn't believe? He took the pictures," Ellie pressed, her mind racing with the implications.

"He..." Paul sighed again, the burden of the equipment matching the weight of his memories. "He was a complicated man, and so is George Fenton. I heard he used to follow his wife around like a shadow when he was suspended from school."

"He was suspended?" Ellie asked, surprised.

"Look, we all make mistakes and I'm not judging the man for it," Paul replied quickly, glancing up at the sky as dark clouds blocked out the sun. "Kids can be awful. He pushed a student over during an argument, and the kid probably deserved it. But… it was the way he was with Meredith," Paul whispered, glancing around as if the walls themselves might hear. "Like he was trying to make sure everyone thought she was crazy, and that sent her crazier. She pushed Tim after he humiliated her, and George Fenton drove her to it."

As they reached the school, Paul nodded his goodbye at Ellie and hurried ahead. When he’d almost met Cassie, he slowed his pace, allowing her to drift ahead, her steps quick as if eager to escape. He reached out and tugged her bag strap, not enough to stop her, but just enough to make her pause. Cassie glanced back, a flicker of irritation burning across her face before it vanished under Paul's soft, almost apologetic smile.

"Don't forget we need to keep things professional today," he stated, though there was an undercurrent in his tone that didn't quite match the words. Cassie’s eyes darted away, her lips pressing into a thin line, the momentary spark of defiance dimming. “Understand?”

"Of course," she murmured, adjusting the strap on her shoulder as though it had been her idea to stop. “I always do.”

Ellie lingered for a moment, perched on Luke's bench, wondering what Cassie and Paul were hiding. It was nothing, she knew that—they’d both been too eager to get rid of her. She watched them make their way across the playground, Paul’s hand subtly guiding Cassie by the small of her back as if steering her away from further conversation. Daniel held the door open for them, his casual wave met with a distracted nod from Cassie. Ellie could see the tension in her shoulders, the way she quickly stepped inside as if escaping.

Paul had presented a strong case against Meredith and George, which once again led her back to the one woman who knew the old couple well enough that she was disposing of personal notes without questioning why George Fenton—a man with a recorded history of 'pushing'—might want Granny Maggie to do that.


Chapter Twelve


Walking home through the gentle drizzle, the weight of the day pressed down like a stone. The revelations from Paul and Cassie about George Fenton swirled in a relentless loop. Approaching her grandmother’s house, a resolution formed—an honest conversation with Maggie was long overdue.

Inside, her gran was in the sitting room by the roaring fireplace, and Ellie joined her, taking a seat on the worn sofa.

“Gran,” Ellie began, her voice soft but steady. “I need to talk to you about George Fenton.”

Maggie looked up, her eyes filled with a mix of concern and curiosity. “What is it, dear?”

Ellie took a deep breath. “Paul and Cassie told me some things today. They think George might have played a bigger role in what happened to Tim Baker than he’s letting on. And, honestly, I think they might be right. His notes… they paint a picture of someone who’s obsessed, single-minded, and will stop at nothing to prove he’s right and his wife is wrong.”

Maggie’s brow furrowed, and she shook her head slightly. “George loves Meredith. He just disagreed with her. Look at us, Ellie. Love is complicated. Look at you and your mother. Your father. You and that sweet boy with the nan.”

“Gran…” Ellie sighed, feeling the familiar tug of frustration. “Stop trying to change the conversation.”

Maggie leaned back, her eyes softening. “What do you think we need to do?”

“We have some theories based on old rumours and people acting oddly,” Ellie replied. “So now, we need evidence.”

Maggie nodded thoughtfully. “Well, if Meredith did fake those hauntings, maybe there’s still some evidence at her house.”

Ellie raised an eyebrow. “You’re not suggesting we break in, are you?”

“Of course not!” Maggie replied, her neck stiffening. “But we can root around their house with a key.” She pulled a small key from her pocket. “I’ve been watering Meredith’s plants for months. George kept forgetting, and I knew she’d kill him when she came around, so I offered to help keep them alive.”

Ellie couldn’t help but smile. She leaned over and kissed her gran on the forehead. “You’re an angel.”

Maggie arched a brow. “History shows they all fall too.”

“You did fall, remember?” Ellie said, nodding at Maggie’s hip. “That shop is a deathtrap. Still sure you don’t want to sell?”

“Do you want me to sell?” Maggie asked, her eyes searching Ellie’s face.

Ellie shook her head but couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

“Welcome to my world for the past… ten years?” Maggie said with a laugh as she pushed herself up, groaning. “Just wait till everything hurts and you have about four good hours of energy in you a day. Come on. George visits Meredith every evening at this time without fail.”

Rain rushed down the narrow roads of Meadowfield, turning the cobblestone paths into miniature rivers. Ellie and Maggie huddled under a shared golf umbrella, their raincoats slick and glistening in the worsening downpour. The darkening sky matched the foreboding feeling in Ellie’s chest as they approached the Fenton residence.

Ellie peered through the rain-streaked windows, confirming George wasn’t home. With a nod from Maggie, they let themselves in, the door creaking ominously as it closed behind them.

The interior of the house felt frozen in time, a mix of old-world charm and scholarly disarray. The hallway was lined with dark wood panelling, and the air smelled faintly of old books and polish. They moved cautiously through the dimly lit rooms, passing a sitting area cluttered with antique furniture and a dining room dominated by a large, ornate table.

Maggie broke the silence. “What exactly are we looking for?”

“Paul and Cassie mentioned scripts,” Ellie replied. “Maybe they’re still here. Did Meredith have a study?”

“No, but George does,” Maggie said, pointing towards the staircase. They ascended quietly, the old wooden steps groaning under their weight.

George’s study was a treasure trove of historical artefacts and books, each shelf meticulously organised. Maggie made a beeline for a coffee cup resting on a coaster on the cluttered desk. With a deft hand, she flipped the coaster, revealing a small key embedded in a carved space in the cork.

“He’s not a man who likes change,” Maggie murmured. “That’s why history suited him.”

Ellie smiled. “You too.”

She joined her grandmother, taking in the shelves filled with artefacts from around the world. Some items reminded her of the fictional historical shows she had worked on, like The Earl’s Legacy and The Tudor Chronicles. A ceremonial dagger here, an ancient manuscript there—each piece a fragment of history.

Ellie’s curiosity piqued. “How do you know where George’s secret key is?”

Maggie chuckled softly as she unlocked the drawers in the desk. “He once sent me to his classroom during the staffroom Christmas party to get a bottle of port out of his desk.”

With a triumphant grin, Maggie pulled out a bottle of port from the drawer and handed it to Ellie. “Now, look in the rattan boxes on the bottom shelf of the bookcase.”

Ellie's gaze was drawn to a photograph of Meredith and George in their prime, their faces beaming with happiness. Another image showed them on their wedding day, young and radiant with love. The stark contrast between these images and the current situation struck Ellie deeply.

"Gran," Ellie asked, her voice soft, "how much did you have in common with Grandad when you met?"

Maggie chuckled, her eyes distant with memory. "We both liked to read and sit in silence. That suited us just fine until he decided to go off and die." She shook her head. "I might not be the best person to ask about romance. Our marriage was lovely and ordinary and quiet. It was just what I wanted."

Maggie paused, studying Ellie's face. "Is this about Daniel?"

"No," Ellie replied, her brow furrowed. "It's about George and Meredith. They disagreed on something so fundamental that they both went to the lengths they did... I'm not sure how it can work."

"They do love each other," Maggie insisted, her voice firm. "It's a love that's real. I've seen it up close. Before I... before I ended things with Meredith." Pain flickered across her face. "It's still so painful to talk about all these years later."

Ellie turned from the wedding pictures, curiosity piqued. "What happened?"

Maggie sighed, continuing to search through the drawers. "I had one too many glasses of wine and couldn't listen to another night of Meredith spiralling into madness about spirits and ghosts. The whole village was looking at her like she was a murderer the police were letting stroll around. I tried to bring her back to earth. So did George. But that night in The Bell, with that giant glass of wine in my hand, I did what you should never do."

"Throw it at her?" Ellie asked, half-jokingly.

Maggie chuckled. "No, though I wish I had. She might have been easier to forgive. I delivered an ultimatum, though I didn't realise it at the time. Our friendship or the ghosts. I didn't quite word it like that, but that's how Meredith took it, and I suppose that's what I felt. It was just... painful. We fall in love with our friends, and she wasn't the person I first met."

"And I always said you were right to take your stance," George's voice cut through the room, startling Ellie and Maggie. They spun around to see him standing in the doorway, his dressing gown hanging loosely off his thin frame, his eyes weary but alert.

"Now, I know why you were so keen to get your hands on some keys, Maggie," he continued, stepping into the room with a look of hurt and betrayal etched on his face.

"George, it wasn't like that, I—" Maggie started, but her voice faltered.

"I made her," Ellie interjected, moving to stand between them. "I heard there were scripts that proved she faked the hauntings."

George's expression softened slightly as he looked at Ellie. "She faked a haunting," he stated, his voice a mixture of resignation and sorrow. He crossed the room slowly, each step deliberate. "Out of desperation to keep people interested as their beliefs were starting to fade."

Ellie watched him intently, her heart pounding. "Maggie was convinced this was the epicentre of a global awakening to the supernatural. She... she believed she was supposed to die that day, and that her brother crossing over to our realm to save her is what caused the bridge to let the spirits through to Meadowfield."

With a swift, almost mechanical motion, George pulled out a trick panel from the wall and thrust a bundle of old, yellowed scripts into Ellie's hands. The paper felt brittle under her fingers, and she could see the inked words of desperate attempts to create ghostly illusions.

"Take them," George said, his voice trembling. "They are what you came for, aren't they?" He turned to Maggie, his eyes hardening. "Give me the keys, Maggie."

Maggie hesitated, her face a mask of regret and sorrow. "George, please, let me explain⁠—"

"No," George cut her off, his tone final. "I always defended you and fought your corner with Meredith, even though she never got over how betrayed she felt by you. I should have known I'd feel like that one day."

He silently held open the door, his hand trembling slightly on the handle. Maggie looked like she wanted to fight her case, her eyes pleading, but then she deflated, the fight leaving her body. She handed the keys over to George and stepped towards the door, her shoulders slumped in defeat.

Ellie followed, clutching the scripts tightly, her mind racing with questions and a growing sense of dread. As they stepped out into the rain, the door closed behind them with a soft but resolute click, leaving them both standing in the downpour, drenched and silent.

Ellie and Maggie trudged through the rain-soaked streets, their clothes clinging to their skin. Ellie's heart felt heavy with guilt as she glanced at her grandmother's downcast face.

"I'm sorry, Gran," Ellie murmured, her voice barely audible over the patter of raindrops.

Maggie shook her head, a gesture that seemed to absolve Ellie of blame, but her silence spoke volumes. The weight of the script in Ellie's hand felt like a ticking time bomb.

Unable to contain her curiosity any longer, Ellie spotted a nearby phone box and tugged her grandmother inside. The small space offered a temporary reprieve from the rain as Ellie carefully unfolded the damp pages.

As they flicked through the script, Ellie's eyes widened. Paul's words echoed in her mind – it was indeed about Tim's father appearing during a séance at the pub. Names and lines jumped out at her, including George's and...

"Gran?" Ellie looked up, her voice tinged with disbelief.

Maggie's face was a mix of regret and resignation. "I told her I wasn't going to play along," she said softly. "That wasn't the first crack. George and I both tried to talk her out of it, but she convinced herself people needed a little showbiz to keep their interests up. She... she thought all the efforts to capture them or disprove them had scared them away."

Ellie felt torn between sympathy for Meredith and a growing unease about the extent of her manipulation. She sighed heavily, the weight of the situation pressing down on her.

"Gran… I can see why you didn't want to face this."

Maggie's eyes softened. "Oh, it's about time. If not to clear Meredith's name, to find out what happened to Tim. He was sweet. I taught him for one year. Him, Paul, and Cassie were thick as thieves."

A memory stirred in Ellie's mind. "Gran, was there any truth to the rumour that Tim cheated with Cassie behind Paul's back?"

"Maybe?" Maggie shrugged. "People like to fill in the blanks when they can't explain the unexplainable."

"But this isn't unexplainable," Ellie countered, frustration creeping into her voice. "There's something... some continuity that's not making sense, but I'm not sure what. We need to lay it all out, but first, we need to check if Joey is alright."

"Joey? Why?" Maggie's brow furrowed in confusion.

Ellie sighed, realising she hadn't told her grandmother about the incident at the shop that morning. As she began to explain, Maggie's expression grew more serious.

"We can't ignore the past any longer then," Maggie said firmly. "I'm not going to run. We need to figure out what we know." She paused, a determined look crossing her face. "And I'm going to pull a card I rarely use."

Maggie reached for the phone, inserting coins into the slot. She dialled a number, her fingers trembling slightly. When the line connected, her voice was strained but resolute.

"Angela, it's your former mother-in-law," she said, her teeth almost gritted. "I know this is a little short notice, but I’m going to have to insist that you have dinner at my cottage tonight."


Chapter Thirteen


While Granny Maggie hid in the kitchen, Ellie set off down the hallway towards the persistent knocking at the door. She reached for the doorknob, steeling herself for the inevitable tense evening ahead. As the door swung open, her eyes widened in surprise, and she couldn’t help but smile.

Standing on the doorstep, alongside DS Angela Cookson, was Oliver. His grin was as wide as ever, and before she could say a word, he raised an eyebrow.

"Pick your jaw up, sis," he teased. "How do you think I felt when I heard you were all having dinner without me?" He thrust a bottle of wine into her hands with a flourish. "I brought leftover cinnamon loaves from the café too." Leaning in, he whispered, "Mum was terrified to come here alone. She hasn't had a summons like that since Dad's little 'breakdown' when we were kids."

Ellie’s stomach turned at the memory. She still didn't know what had led to that dark night, but that wasn’t the focus tonight. She forced a smile and stepped aside to let them in.

Angela's expression was as stern as ever, but her eyes softened slightly when she spotted Maggie bustling around in the kitchen. Oliver, on the other hand, made himself at home immediately, shedding his coat and hanging it on the rack with exaggerated care.

"So, what's the plan?" Oliver asked, flopping onto the couch. "Are we going to talk about ghostly murders, or are we just here for Gran’s legendary stew?"

Maggie emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishcloth. "A bit of both, dear. Dinner first, then we'll get into it."

Angela took a seat at the dining table, her posture rigid. "Ellie, Maggie, I hope you have something concrete. My department isn't thrilled about my unofficial involvement with the two of you."

"So, why did you tell them?" Maggie asked.

"You don't get special favours because we were family."

"Were?" Maggie greeted Oliver with a kiss and said, "Pleased to meet you, grandson of mine. Apparently, we aren't the flesh and blood that keeps the four of us in this room the very definition of family."

Angela laid down her weapons and didn’t fight back. Instead, she marched into the kitchen, found the wine, glasses, and corkscrew, and helped herself without offering.

Ellie poured the wine, handing a glass to Angela. "We’ve got more than just ghost stories, Angela. There’s a pattern in the staged hauntings and some rather incriminating scripts."

"And let me guess, Mum, you’re here to keep things... shall we say, ‘official’? Make sure no one ends up in the stocks?"

Angela shot him a withering look but couldn’t hide a slight smile. "Something like that."

Maggie placed the stew pot on the table, and they began to serve themselves. Ellie took a deep breath, preparing to dive into the details. "Alright, so here’s what we’ve got so far..."

She summarised their findings about the Ghost Watch Club, the staged hauntings, and the roles of key players like Meredith Fenton, George Fenton, and Tim Baker. Maggie chimed in with additional context, while Angela listened intently, occasionally interjecting with clarifying questions.

Oliver, meanwhile, kept the mood light with his quips. "So, George was the sceptic, but also kind of the ghostbuster? That’s rich," he chuckled. "And Meredith... she was like the village’s own personal medium, stirring the pot, literally and figuratively."

Angela nodded thoughtfully. "The scripts you found, Ellie—those could be the key. If Meredith orchestrated the hauntings, it would explain a lot."

"A haunting," Maggie pointed out, reiterating George’s insistence from earlier. "There’s no evidence that she faked any of the others."

"But somebody did," Angela stated.

"And what about the equipment we found?" Ellie added, her eyes flicking to Oliver. "Tim Baker's old photography gear—someone could have used it to fake these hauntings."

Oliver’s eyes sparkled. "I always wanted to be in an episode of Scooby Doo."

Ellie couldn’t help but laugh, despite the seriousness of the situation. For the first time in a while, she felt a flicker of hope. Maybe, just maybe, they were getting closer to the truth.

Oliver struck a match, the flame flickering to life in the dimly lit kitchen. He carefully lit the candle at the centre of the table, casting a warm glow over their faces. As the autumnal scent filled her nostrils, Ellie sensed a shift in the atmosphere. The light-hearted banter faded, replaced by a more sombre mood.

Angela cleared her throat, her expression grave. "I have to admit, I think the officers of '94 were too hasty in ruling Tim’s death an accident." Sighing, she added, "There are a few old-timers still serving from that time who make it seem like they were quick to put the haunting hysteria to bed. There were irregularities that I would never have overlooked if I’d been in charge."

Ellie leaned forward, intrigued. "What kind of irregularities?"

"Strange developing chemicals on his body, for one," Angela replied. "And the missing camera."

"Missing camera?" Ellie’s mind raced, recalling her conversation with Paul. "But Tim always had a camera around his neck."

Angela nodded. "Exactly. No camera was found on his body. It was the one detail that Carol, Tim’s mother, insisted proved her son was murdered. Someone took that camera."

Oliver gasped, his eyes wide. "Because... he might have taken a picture of the person who pushed him?"

The suggestion hung in the air, heavy and unsettling. Ellie felt a wave of nausea wash over her as the implications sank in. The flickering candlelight seemed to mock the darkness of the topic.

"There’s a chance he misplaced it before he died," Angela offered, though her tone suggested she didn’t believe it. "But the camera was never found."

Ellie’s curiosity piqued. "Was it an old Victorian camera?"

Angela shook her head. "No, it was a..." She named a vintage model, one that a photography enthusiast would have used in 1994.

"He was a great photographer," Oliver chimed in. "I looked up his stuff."

Ellie made a mental note to visit Willow about the book she’d mentioned earlier. As she pondered this new information, Maggie’s soft voice broke the silence.

"Poor Carol. She’ll never know what happened to her son..."

Ellie’s heart skipped a beat as a sudden knock at the front door made everyone jump.

"Looks like we’re all a little on edge talking about ghosts and things that go bump in the night," he teased. "Oh, I wonder who that might be.”

Ellie’s confusion turned to surprise as Oliver returned with Daniel, who was holding a crate of cider bottles. Daniel looked slightly uncomfortable as he took in the scene before him.

"I feel like I’m interrupting," he said hesitantly. "I heard you were having a dinner party and I was invited..."

"You were!" Maggie announced, ushering him in with a welcoming smile. Ellie could tell her grandmother was improvising, but she played along seamlessly.

Ellie turned to Oliver, her eyes narrowing. "I’ll deal with your meddling later," she whispered.

Oliver poked her in the ribs, grinning. "You can’t deny how much your face lit up when he walked in."

Ellie bit back a smile, feeling a warmth spread through her chest. She couldn’t quite bring herself to be angry with Oliver’s matchmaking attempt.

Angela’s dry voice cut through the moment. "Not just you, too. He looked like a puppy. Made me want to throw up."

"Nice to hear you’re as cynical as ever, dear," Maggie said, shaking her head.

Angela’s eyes hardened. "It’s what I got from marrying your son, Maggie. A man who didn’t have a romantic bone in his body and cared more about birds in trees."

Ellie tensed, waiting for her grandmother’s reaction. To her surprise, Maggie remained calm, her voice level as she responded.

"You’ve had thirty years to get over it, dear," she said. Then, with a bright smile that belied the tension in the room, she asked, "Now, who wants trifle?"

Ellie’s heart had barely settled from Daniel’s unexpected arrival when another knock at the door sent a jolt through her. Auntie Penny burst in, hopping from one foot to another, clutching a tablet under her arm. Her eyes were wide with excitement.

"You’ve got to see this!" Penny exclaimed, thrusting the tablet forward. "We were waiting to start filming and... look!"

Ellie leaned in, her brow furrowing as she watched the footage. The camera was on the floor, capturing a pair of shoes walking past. A chill ran down her spine as recognition dawned.

"Those are George’s shoes," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Where was the camera?" Angela asked, her detective instincts kicking in.

"At the top of the street," Penny replied, still bouncing on her toes.

Ellie’s mind raced. "There’s only one way down that alley."

Without a word, Angela huffed and rushed towards the door. Oliver chuckled again.

"My mother has stormed off, so now it’s officially a party worth being at," he quipped.

"I’m not storming anywhere," Angela called back. "I’m chasing this lead to George Fenton’s shoes."

As the door slammed behind Angela, another knock sounded. Ellie opened it to find Joey standing there, looking sheepish but otherwise fine.

"Guess who's back from the dead?" he joked, stepping inside.

Ellie felt a wave of relief wash over her, but it was quickly replaced by confusion as Maggie spoke up.

"It wasn't a ghost," her grandmother said firmly. "The police are looking into it."

"Who?" Joey asked, his smile fading.

"Mr Fenton," Maggie replied, her voice tight.

Joey's face paled. "The one who... got suspended when he pushed me?"

Ellie watched as her grandmother gulped and nodded. Joey's words hit her like a punch to the gut.

"So you're telling me he did it again, and he pushed me down the stairs?" Joey asked, his voice trembling.

Maggie sighed heavily, her silence speaking volumes. Ellie felt her world tilt on its axis as she realised the implications. Joey was the kid Paul and Cassie had talked about—the one whose incident had led to George’s temporary suspension years after Tim’s murder.

A three-time repeat offender?

"Joey, can you tell us what happened? With George, I mean," Ellie asked, her curiosity piqued.

Joey sighed, his usual cheerfulness dimming. "I know I was a bit of a wind-up at school. Class clown and all that. One day, we were talking about the royals, and I made a joke about wanting as many wives as Henry the Eighth." He shook his head, a rueful smile crossing his face. "A dumb joke, really. But Mr Fenton... he lost it."

Ellie listened closely as Joey continued, "He started ranting about how 'young people don’t understand true love, how you're supposed to find your soulmate.' He was freaking people out, so I stood up and told him to chill. That’s when he shoved me back into my chair."

Ellie felt a chill run down her spine. The room seemed to grow quieter as Joey's words sank in.

Oliver broke the silence, his voice unusually serious. "He sounds unhinged."

Daniel, always the rational one, interjected, "Teaching is tough, but that’s a line that should never be crossed."

"And George knew it," Joey added. "He apologised to me, in person, in front of the whole school when he came back from his suspension."

Maggie’s voice was soft yet firm. "It was the biggest regret of his life. He never forgave himself for it."

Oliver, ever the joker, raised an eyebrow. "He could have just made it all up, right? Like people pretending they’re fine to get out of psych wards. Or is that just in films?"

"Maybe the films you watch, dear," Maggie replied dryly.

Ellie’s mind raced, trying to fit this new piece into the puzzle. Maggie’s voice broke through her thoughts.

"Let’s not jump to conclusions, but... it’s not looking good, is it?"

Oliver grinned. "What are you gonna do, ghostbusters?"

Ellie mulled it over, her determination hardening. "Exactly. Bust these ghosts. If this led to a death last time, who knows what’s next? We need to find out the truth about these alleged 'hauntings' before it’s too late."

Maggie sighed, her expression a mix of worry and pride. "I hope it’s as easy as you make it sound."

After lingering around and exchanging awkward post-drama chatter, Daniel and Joey reluctantly left the cottage. Ellie felt a twinge of guilt for cutting their evening short, but the urgency of the case weighed heavily on her mind. As the door clicked shut behind them, she turned her focus back to her family and the reason they’d invited Angela over for dinner in the first place.

Tim Baker’s murder.

Maggie washed dishes at the sink, while Oliver leaned against the counter, absently flipping through one of Maggie’s old microwave cookbooks, its pages yellowed to an eggshell hue.

"You know, everyone’s using air fryers these days?" he said, pushing the book aside before turning his attention to Ellie, who was meticulously cleaning the counter one crumb at a time. "What’s the bee in your bonnet? My mum seemed pretty set on catching the guy with the shoes. It’s not looking good for him, is it?"

Ellie chewed the inside of her bottom lip, her mind racing. "No, it’s not, but there are still so many variables to consider." She paused, carefully selecting her words. "There’s something else I can’t shake now that I know about it. Tim’s camera. He always had it around his neck."

Maggie turned from the sink, her brow furrowed. "So, where is it?"

"In the walls at the bookshop?" Ellie mused. "And where does the Victorian camera that Tim sold to George—the one we found in the shop that’s now missing—fit into all of this?" Sighing, she folded her arms and leaned against the counter, abandoning the crumbs she'd been clearing. "Tim Baker’s final photograph could put an end to all of this."

"I was half-joking earlier," Oliver admitted. "But if I was being pushed down the stairs..."

"I’d want to take a picture of my murderer too," Maggie grumbled, drying her pruned fingers on a tea towel after nearly an hour of washing up. "Which is exactly why the culprit snatched the camera from a dead man."

"Oh, this is juicy," Oliver said in a conspiratorial whisper. "Sort of like Silence of the Lambs. You’re just like Clarice, Ellie."

Before she could question how, their gran chimed in, "Does that make me Hannibal?"

Oliver considered the comparison for a moment before shaking his head. "No, I’d say the absolute weirdo who snatched a camera from a dead man’s body moments after pushing him to his death into a dingy pub cellar has that role cleared up." He tucked an invisible strand of hair behind his ear and added, "I’ll be the lamb."

"You haven’t seen the film, have you?" Ellie asked. "Or read the book?"

Through pursed lips, he replied, "Mind your business."

"Except don’t mind your business," Maggie interjected, wagging her finger. "You’re right, Ellie. That camera could prove a lot, but whoever is behind all this has come this far." Her eyes widened. "They’ve had thirty years of freedom, having gotten away with it. They’re clever. They would have disposed of the camera the very same night."

Ellie nodded, recognising the logic in Maggie’s words, but she knew even intelligent people sometimes let their emotions cloud their judgment.

"Unless they kept the camera as a souvenir."

Oliver gasped, slapping Ellie’s arm with the back of his hand. "Exactly like Hannibal."

"So, you have seen it?"

"No, but I went on a date with a 'gym bro'—his words—who talked at me about the film in great detail after I asked him what his favourite film was," he shuddered at the memory. "A question I came to regret after the twentieth minute."

"He sounds... passionate," Maggie remarked.

"If you say so. I’m almost certain if the alarm hadn’t gone off at the café because of that stray cat, he would have skinned me and had fillet Oliver for his meal prep all week." He quickly added, "But I might be right. It’s the sort of thing someone who’d bother faking a bunch of hauntings would do. I bet it’s in the middle of a shrine surrounded by flickering candles as we speak."

"Simmer down," Maggie instructed. "We’ve got enough of that going on around the village without adding fuel to the fire."

"Then we keep trying to put it out, one truth at a time," Ellie said, swiftly wiping the crumbs from the counter into her palm before tossing them into the bin. Dusting off her hands, she continued, "There’s only a slim chance that camera still exists, and an even slimmer chance we’ll find it if it was kept. If Tim took that picture, that film roll will be under lock and key."

"Unless they act emotionally again," Maggie pointed out, turning Ellie’s logic back around. "But you’re right; we can’t sit around waiting for a camera from 1994 to fall into our laps. What are you suggesting we do, Ellie?"

"What we can do," she replied, "is swap a truth for a lie. If we’re so certain those hauntings were faked, it’s time to prove it." Chewing on her bottom lip, her arms folded tightly across her middle, she glanced at the clock on the oven and asked, "Anyone fancy a drink down in the village?"

"Yes!" they chorused.

"The Drowsy Duck."

"But it’s rough in there," Oliver muttered, his bottom lip jutting out. "And the men in there are all bloky blokes who scare the living daylights out of me."

"From what I’ve heard about all the suspicious activity going on in that pub," Ellie said, grabbing her coat before tossing Oliver his, "it’s not the living you should be afraid of."


Chapter Fourteen


The orangey-red sunset bled across Meadowfield, its warm glow reflecting off the calm surface of the pond outside The Drowsy Duck. Ellie Swan paused, taking in the scene before her. The pub’s weathered exterior seemed to pulse with an otherworldly energy as people streamed through the doors, their excited chatter filling the air.

“I can’t believe this,” Ellie muttered, her eyes narrowing as she observed the crowd gathering outside.

Maggie huffed beside her, shaking her head in disbelief. “Harold’s at it again. Another séance night.”

Oliver peered over Ellie’s shoulder, his voice tinged with a mix of curiosity and apprehension. “They’re trying to contact Tim this time, aren’t they?”

“To find out what happened to him, and if the rumours about Meredith are true.”

The fenced-in beer garden between the pub and the museum teemed with people, resembling a cage filled with eager spectators. Smoke from cigarettes curled upwards, mingling with the tension-filled air.

As they approached, Ellie’s gaze swept over the faces in the crowd. She recognised locals, their expressions a mix of excitement and trepidation. Tourists, drawn by the promise of supernatural thrills, stood out with their wide-eyed wonder.

The pub’s door swung open, releasing a wave of noise and the scent of stale beer. Harold’s booming voice carried over the din, “Step right up, folks! Tonight, we make contact with the other side!”

Ellie exchanged a glance with Maggie, her grandmother’s lips pressed into a thin line of disapproval. Oliver fidgeted beside them, his earlier bravado wavering in the face of the rowdy crowd.

“Well,” Ellie said, squaring her shoulders, “let’s see what ghosts Harold conjures up this time.”

Ellie Swan stepped into The Drowsy Duck, her eyes widening at the transformation. The usually cosy pub had been turned into a macabre spectacle. LED candles flickered ominously, casting eerie shadows across the faces of patrons dressed in black. A Ouija board took centre stage, its presence sending a chill down Ellie’s spine.

“This is sick,” Maggie muttered beside her, echoing Ellie’s thoughts.

Ellie’s gaze swept the room, landing on familiar faces. Paul stood near the bar, while Cassie lingered behind it. As their eyes met, Cassie’s cold stare made Ellie’s skin prickle before she turned away to deliver a drink to Paul.

Before Ellie could process the scene further, Carolyn’s voice cut through the murmur of the crowd. “Before you say anything, I didn’t tell you about this because I knew how you’d react when Harold asked if I would host the evening.”

Ellie blinked in disbelief. “Host?”

“Yes, dear,” Carolyn replied as Penny draped a dazzling sequin headscarf over her head. “Given my television experience, I’m the natural fit.”

Maggie’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Your show was cancelled in 1979, Carolyn. Let it go.”

“You can’t stop me from taking opportunities,” Carolyn said defiantly.

Ellie felt a headache brewing. “We’re not trying to stop you, and need I remind you I was on television this summer?”

“Playing a corpse on Casualty,” Maggie interjected.

Carolyn’s eyes lit up. “And quite fortuitous, wasn’t it? Perhaps I should instruct my agent to push me for edgier roles. I could become the next Mystic Meg, the Queen of Halloween…” She gasped dramatically. “I could become a touring psychic!”

“You’re not a psychic, Mother,” Ellie said, exasperation creeping into her voice.

“Neither are the ones touring, dear,” Carolyn replied with a wink. “You just have to tell people what they want to hear.”

“They get all their info off Facebook when you book the tickets online,” Penny said, tapping her nose. “We’re not doing any harm.”

“A man died.”

“Thirty years ago,” Carolyn insisted, swapping her subtle diamond studs for giant gold discs. “Here and now, let the village enjoy a bit of light entertainment, and besides, I just don’t think it’s fair that you’re always having a go at me over every little…”

While her mother deflected from her unscrupulous behaviour with a well-timed rant, Ellie felt her grandmother tug at her sleeve, drawing her attention to a different spectacle.

“He is innocent,” Maggie said, her voice low and urgent. She nodded towards the bar. “Look who just joined.”

Ellie stood on tiptoe, craning her neck to see over the crowd. She spotted George Fenton at the bar, looking worse for wear. His eyes darted about nervously, and he kept pushing his hair back in an agitated manner while waiting for Harold to serve him.

“George, I haven’t seen you in here in a while!” Harold’s booming voice carried over the din. “Usual? How’s Meredith?”

George’s response was barely audible. “No better… worse even... I… don’t want to talk about it.”

“Understandable,” Harold said, pushing a pint across the bar as Maggie and Ellie approached. He excused himself, mentioning he needed to get ready for ‘the big show!’

Maggie muttered under her breath, “That man has no morals. He divorced his wife because he thought he was ‘too high-value’ for her, and he’s spent the last eighteen months hitting on every young woman who walks into the pub, to the point he’s scared them all away.”

Ellie nodded, recalling how she had picked up on that unsettling behaviour before.

“It’s twisted,” George said, his voice tinged with disgust. “He’s once again profiting from people’s morbid curiosity.”

Cassie, who had returned to the bar, snorted derisively and walked off. George muttered into his pint, “I see that girl is still a misbehaving good-for-nothing,” his eyes following Cassie’s retreating form. “Some people never change.” He then turned to Maggie, his expression hardening. “Speaking of which, what do you want?”

“Oh, George, do let me explain,” Maggie said, her voice placating. “But before I do, I just have to say how glad I am to see you out so soon. It looks like the police put you through the wringer about your shoes, but you’re here! They didn’t charge you.”

George’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What are you blabbering about?” His words slurred slightly, suggesting this wasn’t his first drink. “What shoes? I haven’t been at the police station; I’ve been at the hospital.” He took another long swig from his pint. “Today was the day I’ve known was coming forever. The ‘difficult decision.’ To switch on, or⁠—”

Ellie flinched as the lightbulb above her head popped and shattered, plunging a section of the pub into darkness. Another bulb burst across the room, eliciting a mix of screams and nervous laughter from the crowd. Her heart raced, but she forced herself to remain calm, analysing the situation.

"Cheap tricks," Maggie muttered, her voice laced with disdain. She turned to Ellie, her expression weary. "I’m not sure I want to be here for this spectacle."

Oliver, however, seemed more intrigued than put off. "I’m not going anywhere," he declared, his eyes darting around the room as if searching for hidden wires or mechanisms.

Ellie nodded, her jaw set with determination. "Neither am I," she agreed. "We’ll let people get their money’s worth, but we’re not leaving until we’ve uncovered every cheap trick Harold is using. If he faked the events at the pub for profit, there’s no saying he didn’t fake the rest too."

"Viral marketing in 1994," Oliver mused, a hint of admiration in his voice. "Clever dude."

Ellie’s eyes narrowed. "If he is, he’s run out of smarts. Tonight, the people of Meadowfield are going to find out there are no such things as ghosts."

Suddenly, the pub was plunged into complete darkness. A hush fell over the crowd, broken only by the sound of shuffling feet and nervous whispers. Then, a spotlight illuminated the area behind the bar, and Ellie’s mother emerged.

Carolyn glided out, her sequined headscarf glittering in the harsh light. Her voice, now low and husky with a vague European lilt, filled the room. "Ladies and gentlemen, we gather here tonight to pierce the veil between worlds, to seek answers from beyond the grave."

Ellie watched, a mix of embarrassment and fascination washing over her as her mother settled at a table with a Ouija board. Paul set up a camera on a tripod nearby, while Penny bustled around, playing the role of assistant with exaggerated movements.

Carolyn’s voice dropped to a dramatic whisper. "Our intention tonight is to contact Tim, to verify recent claims." She paused, letting the tension build. "We will do this through this Ouija board. Do I have any volunteers?"

A shudder of anticipation rippled through the crowd, followed by excited chatter. But when no one stepped forward, an uncomfortable silence settled over the room.

"Never in a million years," Oliver whispered behind her, but she was already stepping forward.

"Ellie…" Maggie’s warning tone barely registered as Ellie volunteered. She found herself at the table, directly across from Cassie, who still refused to meet her gaze. Several others joined them, but Carolyn only needed six participants.

As they placed their fingers on the planchette, the table began to shake violently. Without hesitation, Ellie reached down and yanked back the tablecloth, revealing Carolyn’s knees banging against the underside. The shaking stopped abruptly.

Carolyn, seemingly unfazed, placed her hands in her lap. A moment later, an eerie groan echoed through the pub. Ellie’s eyes narrowed, and she reached across the table, grabbing her mother’s wrist. There, taped to her skin, was a small remote control.

Carolyn snatched her hand away, shooting Ellie a scathing look that clearly said, What do you think you’re doing? But she quickly composed herself, her voice taking on a dramatic tone as she called out, "Are there any spirits who wish to step forward?"

As they settled in, fingers lightly touching the planchette, Ellie noticed movement in her peripheral vision. She glanced up to see DS Angela Cookson pushing through the crowd towards Oliver. Her half-brother said something, gesturing towards the bar where George had been sitting earlier. But when Ellie looked, George was nowhere to be seen.

Ellie watched as the planchette glided across the board, spelling out "TOM BAKER." She could feel her mother’s subtle pressure guiding it, and she resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Glancing around, she noticed the varied reactions of the crowd—some leaned in with fascination, others giggled nervously, while a few looked genuinely frightened. Many, however, seemed bored already.

When Carolyn asked if there were any other spirits present, Ellie felt a sudden chill. The planchette moved again, more slowly this time. L... U... K... Panic gripped her as she realised what was coming next. She yanked her finger away, but the planchette continued on its own, landing on ‘E’.

"We mustn’t break the chain," Carolyn admonished, but Ellie was already backing away from the table.

"Who did that?" she demanded, her voice trembling with anger and hurt.

"The spirits, dear," Carolyn replied smoothly.

"No," Ellie snapped, her fury rising. "This just… isn’t funny."

Suddenly, the pub plunged into darkness. Screams erupted from the crowd, followed by grumbling and shuffling as people made their way to the exit, complaining about being ripped off.

"Turn them back on," Ellie called out.

"It wasn’t me," Carolyn insisted.

"I saw you with the remote," Ellie retorted.

"It wasn’t me, I promise."

Penny dove forward and jabbed a button on the camera light. Bright light swept across the room, illuminating confused and squinting faces as the ghost-watchers turned on their phone torches. Ellie and Carolyn stood alone near the Ouija board, the tension thick around them. Cassie and George were nowhere to be seen, and through her squints, Ellie couldn’t find Paul behind the camera either.

"Spelling out Luke’s name was a low blow," Ellie whispered, her voice tight.

"That wasn’t me either," Carolyn repeated, her tone serious.

Ellie’s eyes narrowed as she reached for the planchette. Turning it over, she examined it closely, her mind racing with questions and suspicions.

"I want to talk to Harold," she said finally, her voice low and determined. "I need to understand why he thought this was a good idea right now."

Carolyn shrugged, her sequined headscarf catching the light from the camera’s glow. "Maybe he’s turned off the lights because he’s planning some big surprise?"

But then, a man’s voice cried out, followed by a sickening tumble. Ellie’s heart leapt into her throat as the room fell silent, the crowd’s earlier chatter replaced by an ominous hush. The eerie calm shattered when a woman screamed, "He’s fallen!"

Ellie spun around, her pulse racing as she pushed through the crowd towards the cellar stairs. People parted reluctantly, their faces pale with fear and confusion. She reached the top of the stairs and peered down, her breath catching in her throat.

George Fenton lay crumpled at the bottom of the stairs, his body twisted at unnatural angles. His skin was marked with strange burns, tendrils of smoke curling from the wounds. In his hand, he clutched a plastic bottle, its label obscured but the contents unmistakable. The acrid smell hit Ellie like a wave, her stomach churning with recognition. It was the same smell she’d noticed before, in the pipes poking out of the grills up and down the cellar stairs and the school cupboard.

"Dry ice," she whispered. "That’s how we did the cold spots, but why was⁠—"

"Oh, George!" Maggie cried, rushing down the steps towards him. "Not you too!"

Shouts erupted around her as people surged forward, some trying to get a closer look, others retreating in horror. Ellie felt a hand on her shoulder, steadying her. She turned to see Angela, her expression grim and resolute.

"Lock those doors!" Angela commanded, her voice cutting through the chaos. "Nobody leaves until this place has been turned upside down."


Chapter Fifteen


Crammed in the corner behind the fruit machine, Ellie balanced on a wobbly stool, her eyes closed as she tried to block out the aggravating noise of the pub. The air was thick with tension, the atmosphere electric with whispers and hushed conversations. Nobody had been allowed to leave since George was pushed, except for George himself. The weight of suspicion hung heavy in the room, like a suffocating blanket that threatened to smother them all.

Harold hadn’t moved from behind the bar, as still as a statue, his face an unreadable mask. Ellie watched him out of the corner of her eye, wondering what secrets he might be hiding behind that impenetrable façade.

She sighed, her breath shuddering out of her. She just needed to get away from it all, to find a moment of peace so she could think. The cacophony of voices, the oppressive heat, the sheer weight of the unsolved mystery—it was all too much. She now knew that Harold was pumping dry ice into the cellar to create the cold spots, a revelation that added a new layer of complexity to the puzzle she was trying to piece together.

And now there had been two "falls." That was another thing Ellie couldn’t stand—the people trying to make it seem like the fall was an accident just to cope. Perhaps it would be easy to think that if there had been one, but two falls in the same place, at the same time, on almost exactly the same evening. The eerie coincidence gnawed at her, refusing to be ignored.

A camera connected the two men—Tim Baker and George Fenton. That connection felt significant, a thread that might unravel the entire tangled mess if she could just pull it hard enough. Ellie opened her eyes and scanned the room again. Cassie and Paul were huddled together by the pool table, both looking casual as they whispered, neither meeting the other's gaze, both tracing the room with their eyes.

Maggie hurried back into the pub from the side bay, clutching a bag filled to the brim with something greasy-smelling. The pungent aroma of vinegar and salt mingled with the scent of old wood and beer, providing a momentary distraction from the tense atmosphere. She planted the bag on a nearby table and called out, "Help yourselves, everyone. It’s just chips, mind you. I’m not made of money with the bookshop renovations, but I couldn’t bear to see people going hungry."

A few villagers offered their thanks, their voices subdued but sincere. "Thanks, Mrs Cookson, you always were the best," someone murmured, their words carrying a warmth that cut through the tension like a hot knife through butter.

Maggie brought a portion over to Ellie.

"How did you manage this?"

"Granny has her ways, dear." Her lips curled into a knowing smile. "I taught PC Finn’s dad, and that’s enough around here sometimes," she said with a chuckle. "Besides, we know I didn’t push George, and you didn’t. And most of the people in this room were exactly where they are."

"Most." Ellie’s gaze shifted to Angela, who was moving through the crowd, whipping things into a frenzy with her usual frantic energy as she directed people to different officers for interviews. "Which is why Angela’s combing through the crowd with a fine-tooth comb—to find the one who shouldn’t be here, like an extra in a crowd shot who wandered from the medieval set onto the Regency one between lunch breaks. Whoever they are, they’ve just made a huge mistake."

"Trying to commit murder the same way would be stupid," Maggie agreed.

Ellie felt a surge of relief at her gran’s words, even if that wasn’t what she meant. "I’m glad to hear you’re not trying to stitch it up as an accident," she said, her voice steady despite the chaos around them.

Maggie shook her head, a hint of resignation in her expression. "I’m done burying it in the sand, Ellie. It’s time to face the truth, whatever it may be."

"I’m glad to hear it," Ellie said, pausing for a moment before continuing. "But that’s not why the murderer made a mistake. All the fingers were pointing at George. Angela might have had enough to arrest him. The prime suspect is..."

Maggie took a short, sharp breath, her face paling slightly. "George is touch-and-go, according to Finn," she murmured, her voice trembling. She closed her eyes, as if trying to will away the fear. "If there are such things as spirits, I hope they help George."

Ellie placed a comforting hand on her gran’s arm. "Don’t become a believer in ghosts so fast, Gran. The lights, the table, the dramatics—it was all orchestrated by one person."

Her gaze shifted to Harold, who remained as still as a statue behind the bar. The pub’s low light cast shadows across his face, making his expression even more unreadable. Just as Ellie was about to elaborate, Oliver stepped into her line of sight, his face filled with urgency.

"Ellie, Gran, can you come quick?" he said, his out-of-breath panting turning to sniffs. "Do I smell chips?"

"Here," Ellie said, thrusting hers at him. "Come where?"

"Over by the side of the pub," he muttered through a mouthful of chips. "My mum needs you."

Maggie let out a laugh as she set off, the sound almost foreign in the tense atmosphere. "There’s a phrase I never thought I’d hear."

They passed by Cassie and Paul, who seemed utterly disinterested in the turmoil unfolding around them. Their laughter, soft and conspiratorial, floated through the air, making Ellie wonder what private joke they found so amusing in such a tense situation. The clacking of pool balls from a nearby game added an almost surreal backdrop to the scene as Ellie and Maggie navigated through the crowded pub.

Ellie’s gaze fixed on Angela, who was pacing back and forth with a look of barely contained frustration. The detective’s eyes narrowed as she spotted them approaching, and she pointed an accusatory finger at both Ellie and Maggie.

"You told me she was dead," Angela stated, her voice a harsh whisper that cut through the noise. "Both of you, at the dinner table in your house, you said Dr Evelyn Marsh was dead."

Ellie’s heart skipped a beat. She exchanged a quick glance with her gran before stepping forward. "She is," Ellie asserted, her voice steady. "I read an article about it."

Before Angela could respond, an elderly woman with her silver hair wrapped up in a large bun, her movements slow but deliberate, pushed herself up from a nearby chair with the aid of a cane. She straightened up, her presence commanding immediate attention despite her short stature. Ellie’s breath caught in her throat as the woman’s eyes, misty and drifting, focused in her direction.

"My dear," the woman began, her voice carrying a weight of authority and a touch of amusement. "I am Dr Evelyn Marsh, and rumours of my death have been greatly exaggerated."
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"Anyone on that side of the pub," she gestured to the far end, away from the cellar and the scene table, "can leave. The rest of you, stay put."

The announcement sparked a mix of cheers and grumbles, and a wave of movement began as the séance hostages eagerly spilled out into the village. Ellie watched the exodus with a mix of relief and anxiety. The thinning crowd would make it easier to observe those who remained, but the night was far from over yet, especially now that they had a woman who still had to explain how she'd fought her way back to the land of the living.

Ellie and Maggie settled near Dr Evelyn Marsh, whose presence had already upended so many of their assumptions. The elderly woman’s composed manner ignored the chaos around her as though it neither bothered nor intrigued her. Unlike Ellie, she wasn’t the least bit interested in hearing about the 'exaggerated rumours' of her death.

"You're all acting as though I intended to fake my own death," she said, growing more frustrated with the story by the second. "Someone else, and I don't know who, did it for me, all stemming from one misunderstanding."

Maggie leaned in, her curiosity evident. "What happened?"

"How do most delicious rumours start? At a party, of course," Eve began, her voice steady and calm. "One person mentioned my death in passing—possibly an assumption—and a journalist, eager for a story, didn’t bother to check their sources. Before you know it, the 'respected paranormal sceptic scientist' was dead, the news spread, and when people tried to contact me, I threw away anything that beeped and... let myself fade away." A shadow of a smile passed across her stern features. "If people were ready to believe I was dead, so be it. Let them have their fun! Grief can be so indulgent, as is all this," she paused to poke her cane in the direction of the séance table. "Meadowfield never fails to prove me right."

"About what?" Ellie asked.

"That given the right circumstances," she said, looping the cane around her to motion towards the whole pub, "reasonable folk can be convinced to believe just about anything." Stamping the cane back between her legs, she declared, "But yes! I let people think I was dead. I was seventy-six and tired of the life I was leading as Dr Marsh. The attention, the scrutiny, always having to defend sense—it was exhausting. So, I moved into a house one lane over from where I grew up as a little girl in Castle Combe, not too far from here."

"And nobody found you?" Ellie asked, leaning in closer. "Nobody recognised you?"

"My dear, most people don’t go looking for the dead," she said, sending a sharp sideways glance at the Ouija board, which had made its way face up onto the floor next to the séance table. "And I officially retired from public scientific life in 1999, so people still imagined me as I was in my sixties, and I thought I was old then." She chuckled, her shaky hands tapping the cane with each wheezy rasp. "All I had to do was stop dyeing my hair, and I didn’t recognise myself. By the time Dr Marsh died, nobody knew what I looked like in my pruned form, so I became Eve to people who cared enough to ask for a name." That smile passed across her face again, perking her lips this time. "I should say 'returned to,' since Eve was what my mother called me, until I turned twelve and thought myself far too grown-up for a nickname, so Evelyn it was. Evelyn was always too serious for her own good." Eve's smile lifted to bunch the crinkles at the corners of her eyes. "Eve has had a lovely time spending the past almost-thirty-some years happily painting watercolours in her conservatory with nobody more than the birds for interruption."

The simplicity of her explanation left Ellie momentarily speechless, and a tad jealous. Ellie could almost hear the birds calling her to a calmer, more peaceful place, but another clack of the balls from the pool table planted her firmly back in Meadowfield—at a crime scene, where some locals were more interested in their game of pool than the woman who’d just risen from the public consciousness afterlife.

"So, why leave paradise now?" Ellie finally asked.

Eve’s nostrils flared, expelling hot steam. "I never intended to return anymore than I intended to die. But, when George called and told me about what was sprayed on the wall of the local bookshop... I knew I couldn’t stay hidden any longer."

Ellie felt the weight of Eve's revelation settle over her like a thick, oppressive fog. The retired scientist, who had vanished from the public eye, now revealed a story that seemed almost too surreal to be true. Eve’s voice, though measured, carried the tremor of past fears.

"In the days leading up to Tim's death, someone was threatening me from afar," Eve began, her eyes distant as if reliving the nightmare. "Strange calls from withheld numbers, letters tucked into my windscreen wipers, all insisting that I publish my findings."

"Findings surrounding the hauntings?" Ellie asked.

"Yes," Eve said, sighing even deeper. "'The hauntings'." She performed the air quotes with her free hand. "At first, the threats were merely persistent, urging me to share what I knew. I’m a scientist, I’m used to pushback, but then the tone shifted."

"Something tells me they didn’t cheer up?" Maggie asked with a hopeful chuckle.

"No," Eve replied, less amused. "Their threats took on such a tone of aggression, I feared for my life." Maggie offered an apologetic smile, but Ellie leaned in closer, her heart pounding with the urgency of Eve’s words. "After Tim's death, I decided to leave," Eve continued, her gaze fixed on some unseen point in the distance. "But the threats only got worse. And they changed. They began telling me I knew the truth... that I had proof of the existence of ghosts in Meadowfield, and that I was concealing my findings because I’d made a name for myself as a sceptic." A deep chuckle clattered in her chest, once again stamping the cane. "But this person had a rather schizophrenic disposition, because other days, the threats would claim the opposite. Still not to publish my findings, but acknowledging the 'exposé nature' of my evidence, claiming I’d disgrace Tim's 'legacy' if I did."

Ellie exchanged a quick glance with Maggie, who seemed equally absorbed in Eve’s tale. Angela, however, who’d joined them while Eve was talking, had reached the end of her patience. "I’m sick of people blaming things on the unseeable," she snapped, her frustration palpable. "All these years, and it’s still ghosts, ghosts, ghosts! Haven’t we got enough real problems in the here and now?"

Eve, unperturbed by Angela’s outburst, reached into her pocket. "You want your ghosts?" she said, her voice steady. "There they are." She placed a small film roll on the table between them. "That’s why I was here tonight. George wanted to give me this."

Ellie’s eyes widened as she took in the sight of the film roll. She had seen plenty of these plates while researching old garments for wardrobe departments in her previous job. The roll was small, cylindrical, and made of a durable material that had withstood the test of time. The edges were worn, suggesting it had been handled frequently, perhaps even treasured—or hidden. The film inside was likely fragile, a relic of the past that held the potential to unveil long-hidden secrets.

This had to be film from the old Victorian camera he bought from Tim.

"Why?" Ellie asked, her voice filled with an urgent need for understanding. "Why did George buy the camera from Tim?"

Eve's eyes met Ellie's, and for a moment, there was a flicker of something almost maternal in her gaze. "George believed the camera held the truth to what was happening in 1994. After Tim's death, he said he grew 'cowardly' about exposing the truth. He hid the camera and film away, not knowing what to do with it. He reached out to me because he was too frightened to handle it alone."

Ellie felt a chill run down her spine. "George knew you weren’t dead?"

Maggie interjected, her voice tinged with a mix of curiosity and disbelief. "You told people you trusted, didn’t you? George is a trustworthy man, and I didn’t believe he was behind this for a second."

Eve nodded slowly. "Yes, he is. And I always respected George for his pragmatic and logical approach to the so-called phenomena, especially considering his wife’s hysterical disposition. George knew the 'hauntings' were nothing more than some local chancer stirring up trouble. He called me when the message was uncovered on your wall. He was worried... well… exactly this would happen. A circus would spring up, and someone would get hurt."

"Me too," Maggie said, her voice trembling slightly. "I had hoped we could keep the past buried, but it seems fate had other plans."

Ellie looked at her grandmother, feeling a pang of guilt and a fierce determination. Part of her wished she had left the mystery alone, that she had let the ghosts of 1994 remain undisturbed. But deep down, she knew this would have happened regardless. The truth had a way of clawing its way to the surface.

She was too deep in now to turn back.

"When did you get to Meadowfield from Castle Combe?" Ellie asked.

"George sent a taxi for me a few days ago. I said I’d get the bus, but he insisted and paid over the odds for a forty-minute journey."

"You must have been there the other day," she said suddenly, remembering seeing the walking cane by the door. She’d assumed it was Meredith’s. "You were hiding."

"I was the one who alerted George to your trespassing," Eve sighed again, this time more deeply. "He’d been under the weather all morning and was resting in bed, which is the only reason you managed to get as far as you did. That man is as vigilant as a hawk."

"Someone did push him down the stairs," Angela pointed out.

"And I don’t doubt he put up a good fight," Eve stated with a definite nod. "And don’t make it seem like I was hiding anywhere. I’m ninety-one, dear. I get a few hours of something resembling energy if I’m lucky. I didn’t particularly desire to be here today, but I felt compelled to see this with my own eyes because I couldn’t believe it was happening again. Now, if you don’t mind, I feel I have been suitably interviewed, and I am tired and would like to retire to my bed, if I’m allowed."

Daniel stepped forward, his presence a reassuring surprise to Ellie. "For what it's worth, I could see her from here," he said, his tone supportive.

Ellie turned to see Daniel’s nan behind him, her stern expression softening slightly. "You can believe him. He's a schoolteacher, you know," she huffed. "We've been questioned by children twice now. Can we leave?"

"That's just the problem. Everyone has someone who can vouch for them..." Angela sighed, her eyes scanning the room before relenting. "Let people go who have been interviewed."

"Who's vouching for those two?" Ellie asked, her gaze shifting to Cassie and Paul, who’d taken over the game of pool at the table, playing against each other.

"Well, Cassie was at the table with you when the lights went out," Angela said.

"But she wasn’t when the lights came back on."

"How can you be sure?"

"Ellie’s right," Maggie added, her eyes narrowing as she recalled the moment. "The first sign of someone's torch, and I had my eyes trained on the table to see what trick Carolyn was pulling. Cassie wasn’t there."

"And Paul?" Ellie continued, her mind racing.

"Said he heard the scream from inside the toilets," Angela replied. "And Harold saw him coming out."

"Do you mind?" Eve huffed, her cane tapping the floor impatiently. "I am still here, you know, against my will, might I add."

Ellie’s fingers itched to jot down notes, to pry deeper into the history and threats Eve had mentioned. But the elderly woman’s irritation was palpable; any more probing now would only backfire. Reluctantly, Ellie nodded to Angela, who began to guide Eve out of the pub. Ellie and Maggie exchanged a look of mutual understanding before turning their attention to a more immediate investigation.

"Let’s check the men’s bathroom," Ellie suggested, her voice barely above a whisper.

The men’s bathroom was located right next to the cellar entrance, and Ellie’s suspicions flared. She left Maggie standing guard, peering into the dark abyss of the cellar while police officers moved around them. Ellie’s steps echoed softly as she entered the bathroom, her eyes scanning the walls and corners.

The cold, clinical environment of the bathroom did little to ease her growing sense of unease. She focused on the walls, trying to identify anything out of place. A sudden realisation struck her as she noticed a faint outline on the wall. This must be where Harold filled up the dry ice. She approached the spot and, with a bit of effort, dragged a heavy cabinet away from the wall.

There it was: a hidden compartment containing a container for dry ice. Ellie’s heart pounded as she examined the setup, understanding now how Harold had created the infamous "cold spots" in the pub. Just as she was piecing it all together, the door swung open with a creak.

"What do you think you’re doing?" Harold’s voice was a low growl, filled with anger and suspicion.

Ellie stood her ground, her eyes meeting his defiantly. "This is how you did it," she said, gesturing towards the dry ice setup.

Harold’s face contorted with rage, but Ellie didn’t flinch. "If you’re not guilty, you’re making yourself look it," she continued, her voice steady. "Two men have been attacked in your pub. Drop the act. There are no cold spots. You’re a fraud."

Harold’s eyes flashed with a mix of fury and desperation. Ellie held her breath, waiting to see how he would respond.

The door slammed open, and DS Angela Cookson stormed in, her face a mask of irritation. "Out!" she demanded, her voice leaving no room for argument. "Both of you."

Ellie felt a surge of frustration but complied, her eyes locked on Harold’s seething expression. As she and Maggie exited the bathroom, Angela’s stern gaze met hers. "You need to stop interfering, Ellie. This isn’t one of your stories."

Ellie’s jaw tightened, but she said nothing. She was far from done, regardless of Angela’s warnings. Squeezing through a few officers hanging around, Ellie found her gran standing at the top of the stone staircase.

"It does work," Maggie admitted, rubbing her arms. "The effect, I mean. Feels as though someone is walking all over your grave."

Angela appeared again, her face a mix of exasperation and intrigue. Before she could utter a word, Ellie and Maggie quickly vacated the scene, making their way through the pub. The atmosphere buzzed with whispered conversations and curious glances.

Ellie’s eyes caught sight of a bag on the floor. "Wasn’t that Eve’s?" she asked, pointing it out.

Maggie nodded, her expression softening as she scooped up the bag. "Looks like she’s gone, but we know where she’s staying. We’ll get it back to her."

"Tomorrow?"

"Oh, yes," Maggie said, looping the bag around one arm before pulling Ellie in close with the other. "It’s heavy with something, and I have a feeling it’s notebooks."

"Enough with feelings," Ellie said, yanking open the pub doors to let in a rush of cool night air. "I want the facts. We need to do exactly what Dr Evelyn Marsh did in 1994 before her grand disappearance—prove how and why every haunting was faked."

"And then we go one step further." Maggie peered into the bag, glancing in the direction of Meadowfield Books sitting in the glow of the lamppost on the corner of South Street just past the pond. "We make sure we let everyone know the truth: there are no ghosts in Meadowfield."


Chapter Sixteen


The storm had been relentless, hammering Meadowfield with a ferocity that made Ellie Swan wonder if the village was being punished for some ancient, forgotten sin. The wind howled like a restless spirit, shaking the cottage’s windows and sending an icy draft through the cracks. Ellie had lain awake since 4:05 a.m., staring at the clock and listening to the storm’s fury. Each gust of wind seemed to carry the echoes of the previous night’s unsettling events at The Drowsy Duck.

The name didn’t seem quite right anymore. Ellie thought it ought to be changed to The Haunted Duck, given the recent revelations. She sighed, wishing she could be as oblivious as the pub’s namesake—drowsy and indifferent to the turmoil around her.

When she finally dragged herself out of bed, she found her grandmother, Maggie, in the conservatory. Despite the single-digit temperatures, Maggie had set up breakfast there, complete with fluffy knitted blankets on each chair. The spread was simpler than usual: just jam, toast, and cornflakes. Maggie’s eyes were tired, the lines on her face deeper than usual.

"I didn’t sleep much," she admitted without needing to be asked.

"The wind and rain?"

Maggie hesitated, then shook her head slightly. "Questions."

"Snap."

"I don’t even know where to start."

Ellie reached for a piece of toast, spreading jam with deliberate care. "When we didn’t have much time to brainstorm between scenes at IronHawk, we’d play conversational ping pong."

Maggie looked intrigued. "Conversational ping pong?"

"We’d toss ideas back and forth. No filters, no judgment. Just pure brainstorming. It helps untangle things sometimes."

A smile brightened Maggie’s eyes. "Alright then, let’s give it a try. I could do with an untangling."

Ellie took a bite of her toast, the taste of sweet jam mingling with the weight of their unspoken worries. "Okay, I’ll start." She sat back, allowing the warm light of the conservatory to settle over her as she stared at her gran. "What’s on that vintage roll film?"

Maggie nodded along, as if trying to piece together a puzzle. "Okay… And how does it prove anything about the ghosts?"

"And why did George buy that Victorian camera from Tim?"

"And is it a coincidence that it happened during the séance, for a second time? Or is this connected to Harold’s faking?"

“And most importantly, why was George the one pushed, and why now?”

“Which leads me back to the film reel. If that reel did prove something, is it worth killing over?”

Maggie sighed, her expression weary but resolute. “The police have it, so we might find out.”

Ellie felt the conversational ping pong ball drop to the floor and roll away, but she also felt a sense of relief. “If Angela is still playing ball. She warned me to back off.”

Maggie snorted, a sound of both amusement and exasperation.

“And the elephant in the room?" Ellie continued. "You insisted on privately reading Dr Marsh’s notes for your bedtime reading last night.”

Maggie’s mouth tightened. “You won’t like this…”

“Gran…”

“I want to talk to Eve first. I have questions and queries, and I’d rather not discuss them with anyone but the source until I have those things clarified. But I’ll say this—you’re right. I think she did prove everything.”

Ellie sighed, tossing the toast back onto her plate. Despite her frustration, she respected her gran’s decision. “Sorry it wasn’t much of a spread, love. I really didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“It’s alright. I like it simple like this. You’ve been spoiling me every morning.”

Maggie pinched Ellie’s cheek affectionately. “I just missed having you to cook for. Come on, let’s get up and out. I’ll visit Eve. You’re free to come along, but given that smile as you’re looking at your phone, you have other plans?”

Ellie quickly tucked her phone away, trying to hide her smile. “You speak to Eve and report back. I’m off to second breakfast.”

“I won’t ask if it’s with Daniel.”

Ellie kissed her gran on the cheek, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “You’re not the only one who can keep their cards close to their chest.”

“Not that close to your chest. I noticed your phone lit up before you did. You were too busy grilling me about the notebooks.”

“Nobody likes a know-it-all, Gran. Stay away from flights of stairs.”

Maggie laughed, a sound that brought a bit of warmth to the cold, stormy morning. “I’ll try my best.”
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The Giggling Goat café buzzed with its usual morning energy, the comforting hum of conversation blending with the clinking of cutlery and the hiss of the espresso machine. Ellie Swan stepped inside, Daniel at her side, seemingly in high spirits despite the storm raging outside. The chill of the morning still clung to her skin, but the warmth of the café quickly enveloped her.

Daniel laughed as he held the door open for her. “You won’t believe why my nan dragged me to the séance last night,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.

Ellie raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Go on.”

“She wanted to contact Queen Elizabeth II,” Daniel said, barely able to contain his amusement. “To let her know how ‘bad things have got since she passed.’”

Ellie chuckled. “The state of the country, or just Meadowfield?”

“Both,” he said, eyes twinkling. “She’s already blaming all the hauntings on the new Prime Minister.”

He rocked back on his heels, scanning the display of cakes. “How are you holding up with everything?”

Ellie sighed, her thoughts shifting to the investigation. “It’s been a lot to process. The séance, the messages, the equipment we found... it all feels like a tangled mess. And now Harold’s death, on top of it.”

Daniel nodded, his expression turning serious. “I can imagine. You’re doing great though. And about the assembly... have you made a decision?”

Ellie hesitated, her gaze dropping to the floor. “It’s hard to focus on that with everything else going on. I want to do it, but...”

Daniel gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. “No pressure. Take your time. I’m here for you, whatever you decide.”

Ellie offered a grateful smile, feeling a little lighter. As they moved further into the café, she noticed Willow Thompson sitting by the window. Willow caught her eye, subtly gesturing for her to come over.

Before Ellie could approach, Daniel became distracted by the display of Oliver’s cakes. “These look incredible,” he said, his eyes wide. “Your half-brother really knows his stuff.”

Ellie chuckled, glancing around for Oliver, but he was nowhere to be seen. Her attention quickly returned to Willow, who seemed keen to share something. Ellie knew she needed to find out what it was.

Leaving Daniel at the counter, Ellie crossed the café towards Willow, who greeted her with a warm smile and gestured for her to sit.

“I was hoping to catch you,” Willow said, sliding a worn book across the table. “I thought you’d find this interesting.”

Ellie took the book, fingers brushing over its aged cover. She opened it carefully, revealing pages filled with photographs. As she flicked through, she was struck by the hauntingly real images of Meadowfield, each one depicting ghostly apparitions and eerie moments. The photos felt too genuine to be fabricated. Every image was credited to Tim’s studio, adding a layer of authenticity that made her heart race.

“These... they look real,” Ellie murmured, her eyes scanning the details. A chill ran down her spine as she examined them, her mind whirling with possibilities.

Willow nodded. “I know. It’s fascinating, isn’t it? But I don’t know much beyond what’s in the book. Thought it might help with your investigation.”

“Yes, definitely,” Ellie said, closing the book gently. “This could be key. Thanks, Willow.”

As Ellie turned, still absorbed in the book, she noticed Daniel had gone. A pang of guilt hit her—she’d practically abandoned him for a book. Her eyes searched the café and found Oliver standing behind the counter, looking worse for wear.

“I feel funny,” Oliver admitted, rubbing his stomach. “Ate too many chips at the pub last night. I only consume that many carbs at Christmas and on my birthday.”

Ellie gave him a sympathetic smile. “I’m sure you’ll survive. Where did Daniel go?”

Oliver shrugged. “He just ran off. Didn’t say where.”

“Oh,” Ellie said, trying to hide her disappointment. She sighed, guilt creeping in. “I’ll catch up with him later.”

Oliver raised an eyebrow, a teasing glint in his eye. “Do I owe you money yet? Has Joey asked you out?”

Ellie shot him an irritated look. “That’s not happening.” Realising her sharp tone, she quickly softened. “Sorry, Oliver. The case is just... getting to me.”

Oliver chuckled. “Oh, you’re fine. Believe me, Mum’s far worse right now.”

Before Ellie could respond, Auntie Penny burst into the café, her face flushed with urgency. Attached to a lead, Duchess The Third—a tiny, fluffy Pomeranian—trotted in behind her, looking bewildered. Penny thrust the lead into Ellie’s hand, muttering, “Thank heavens you’re here, I’ll explain later,” before dashing out without another word.

Ellie looked down at Duchess, who gazed back with wide, reproachful eyes. Oliver raised an eyebrow from behind the counter. “What just happened?”

“I’ve no idea,” Ellie replied, bemused. “But now I’ve got a dog.”

Oliver’s chuckle was tinged with seriousness. “Cute, but no dogs allowed in here—not even for you.”

Ellie laughed but saw his expression remained firm. “Fair enough.” She tucked the book under her arm and headed for the door, Duchess trotting at her heels. Just as she stepped outside, Willow emerged, her expression hesitant.

“There’s something else,” Willow said softly.

Ellie turned, sensing more to come. “What is it?”

Willow paused, gathering her thoughts. “Are you doing the assembly on road safety at the school?”

Ellie blinked, surprised that Willow knew about it. “Daniel mentioned it to me first,” Willow admitted. “I thought it might be good for you. We talked a few months ago—you were still healing.”

Ellie nodded, understanding Willow’s concern. “I appreciate it, but I’m not sure I’m the best person for it.”

“Why not?” Willow’s tone was gentle but persistent. “I do it every year. You’ve got a story to tell about Luke. You don’t have to share everything, but... it’ll stay with them. One day, your story will be in their past, like Luke is in ours. Isn’t that the point of history?” Her voice was soft but earnest. “To learn from it?”

Ellie absorbed Willow’s words, the weight of the past mingling with the present. She nodded slowly. “You’re right,” she murmured, more to herself than to Willow. “That’s exactly the point.”

As Willow walked away, her words lingered like an echo. Ellie had much to think about, but there wasn’t time to dwell. She noticed Sylvia, Zara, and Amber heading towards the café, their lively chatter filling the air.

“On your way to breakfast?” Sylvia called out.

“Actually, just leaving,” Ellie replied, offering a small smile. She turned to Zara. “Are Paul and Cassie in today?”

Zara shook her head, curls bouncing. “No, not today.”

Sylvia chimed in, thoughtful. “I saw Paul at Carolyn’s earlier. Looked like he was having a heated discussion.”

Ellie’s curiosity piqued, but she filed it away for later. As the others headed inside, she gently pulled Amber aside.

“Amber, can I ask you something about your Aunt Carol?”

Amber looked surprised but nodded. “Sure.”

“Do you think she’d ever threaten someone?” Ellie asked, her voice low. “Eve mentioned receiving threats, and I wondered if Carol was involved.”

Amber shook her head vigorously. “No, Aunt Carol was heartbroken over her son, but she wasn’t malicious. Even when she hounded the police, she was... polite.”

Ellie nodded. “Good to know. Did she leave anything behind that might help?”

Amber hesitated, then pulled an envelope from her bag. “My mum found this amongst Aunt Carol’s things. It’s from Dr Evelyn Marsh. Thought it might be useful.”

Ellie took the letter and slipped it into the book. “Thanks, Amber. This could be important.”

“Do you think she could have been the type to threaten someone?” Ellie asked in a low voice. “Eve mentioned receiving threats, and I wondered if Carol might have been involved.”

Amber looked startled and shook her head firmly. “No, Aunt Carol was lovely. Heartbroken over her son’s death, but not malicious. Even when she pestered the police, it was... polite.”

Ellie nodded, absorbing Amber’s response. “That’s good to know. Did she leave anything behind that might be useful?”

Amber hesitated for a moment, then reached into her bag. “Actually, my mum found this among Aunt Carol’s things after she passed. It’s a letter from Dr Evelyn Marsh. Given the recent rumours about her ‘return from the dead,’ I thought it might be relevant.”

Ellie accepted the letter, slipping it into the book Willow had given her. “Thanks, Amber. This could be really helpful.”

“Did you go to the séance last night?” Ellie asked, her curiosity not yet satisfied.

Amber smiled faintly, shaking her head. “I almost went, for a laugh, but believing in ghosts nowadays? I love old things, but if spirits were real, my antique shop would be swarming with them... and nothing has ever happened that I couldn’t explain.”

Ellie smiled back, appreciating her perspective. “Thanks, Amber. I appreciate it.”

Ellie tucked the letter into the book and wandered towards the village green, her mind abuzz with thoughts. The sun peeked through the clouds, casting a soft light on the green expanse. She found a bench under an old oak tree and settled down, opening the book Willow had given her.

The photographs inside seemed much older than the 1994 hauntings. They had a vintage quality, the sepia tones evoking a sense of a bygone era. Ellie flicked through the pages, her fingers tracing the worn edges. Each image appeared to capture frozen moments in time, yet something about them felt... off.

Curious, Ellie pulled out her phone and searched for the camera Tim had favoured, as Angela had mentioned. The results showed sharp, high-quality images, worlds apart from the ones in the book. Tim’s camera was known for its clarity, yet these photos were blurry and unfocused, as if they were taken in a rush—deliberately trying to capture something that wasn’t really there.

Ellie examined one photograph closely. It showed the village green, a place that hadn’t changed much over the years. But in the image, a ghostly figure loomed—ethereal and out of place. No matter what the photo suggested, the figure couldn’t have been on the green. It was an anachronism, a fabrication.

As she flipped to the back of the book, she noticed the photo was credited to Paul Holloway, not Tim, unlike the others. The discrepancy nagged at her. Had Paul been fabricating these ghostly images to keep the legend alive, or was there a more sinister motive?

Ellie’s thoughts were interrupted by a sudden commotion on the village green. Duchess tugged sharply on her lead, barking insistently, pulling Ellie towards the war memorial. Through the drizzle of rain, she could make out another dog barking and growling at something hidden in the grass.

As she got closer, the howling grew louder, like wind rushing through a narrow gap. Yet there was no wind, only the steady patter of rain. She spotted Charles Blackwood, the historical society’s curator, struggling to calm his large, agitated dog.

“Charles!” Ellie called, her voice cutting through the rain. “What’s going on?”

Charles looked up, his face pale and troubled. “I got this dog to feel less alone in that big house. Always wanted one, but my dad wouldn’t let me.” His voice trailed off as he pointed towards the source of the commotion. “But he won’t stop doing... whatever this is.” He lunged to catch his glasses before they slipped off his nose. “It’s not as straightforward as the dog books make it sound.”

“Nothing ever is,” Ellie muttered, crouching beside the memorial, her curiosity piqued. There, partially buried in the grass, was a small speaker attached to a battery, all wrapped in plastic. The speaker emitted the ghostly noises that had spooked the dogs. “Strange noises around the memorial,” she mused, recalling the 1994 reports she’d read in the records. “This was mentioned in those old files.”

Charles adjusted his glasses, as puzzled as Ellie. “I didn’t set this up,” he said, shaking his head. “Who would go to this much trouble?”

Ellie stood, brushing the wet grass from her jeans. “Charles, how about we get out of the rain? I could use a historian’s eyes on something I’ve found.”

Charles nodded, his curiosity clearly piqued too. “Right, let’s head to the museum. It’s closed today, so no one will disturb us there.”

“A bit of peace and quiet is exactly what I need.”


Chapter Seventeen


The lock to the museum’s front door clicked with a satisfying thunk, and Ellie let out a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding. It was quiet here, a world away from the chaos outside. Even Charles’s scrappy little terrier seemed to relax, curling up near the door, his ears twitching as if standing guard.

“Right, let’s take a look at this thing,” Ellie said, walking over to one of the long wooden tables and setting down the device she’d unearthed at the war memorial. Under the museum’s soft lighting, the cobbled-together speaker and battery unit looked even more innocuous. Charles joined her, kneeling to inspect it.

Eddie padded over, sniffing the device before trotting back to his spot. “Eddie, after Edmund Blackwood,” Charles explained absently as he fiddled with the battery casing. “Thought my grandfather might get a laugh if he were still around.”

Ellie smiled. She knew the legend of Edmund Blackwood well—stories of his bell foundry, his eccentric nature, and the mystery surrounding his family’s past. There was something grounding about the humour that often lingered in legacies, even those weighed down by history. She let the thought linger a moment before turning back to the device.

“It’s basic,” Ellie said, her eyes scanning the components. “Nothing you couldn’t pick up from an electronics shop. Easy enough to make today, and easy to make back in 1994 too. Harold most likely faked the cold spots using liquid nitrogen, funnelled through vents.”

Charles raised an eyebrow. “Liquid nitrogen?”

“Yeah, it’s a common trick. Drop the temperature fast enough, and it feels supernatural. And the old Victorian camera? They probably used it to fake the ghost images—slow exposure, the right lighting, and bam—ghost sightings.”

Charles let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of effort just to scare people.”

Ellie’s mind wandered back to 1994, picturing the village caught up in ghost fever, desperate for a glimpse of the supernatural. “People want to believe,” she murmured. “They always do.”

Charles sat back on his heels, glancing at her. “Is it true what they say? That a woman came back from the dead at one of those séances?”

Ellie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Is that the rumour now?” She shook her head, holding back a grin. “She wasn’t dead. Not officially, at least.”

Charles chuckled, and Ellie’s thoughts drifted to Dr Evelyn Marsh. She wondered how her grandmother was faring with her. The thought nagged at her. She couldn’t wait to speak with Evelyn herself—there were so many questions to ask. But she forced herself to stay present. There’d be time for that later.

Ellie continued to dig through the box, her fingers sifting through a jumble of film reels and documents. As she reached deeper, her hand brushed something hard and rectangular. Pulling it out, she found a dusty old dictaphone, the label reading “Property of” with the rest torn off, leaving its ownership a mystery.

Intrigued, she tried to play the recording, but it was dead. She frowned, fiddling with the batteries. To her surprise, the dictaphone crackled to life. She held her breath as a garbled recording began to play. A young girl’s voice emerged, her tone arrogant and confrontational, brimming with the certainty that they were proving the existence of ghosts.

The girl narrated their adventure, describing how they snuck around Meadowfield Manor. “It’s so empty and creepy,” the voice said, excitement evident. “We saw orbs floating near the old bell foundry, and I could feel the energy in the air. It was undeniable.”

Her voice grew bitter. “And there’s Tim,” she sneered. “The liar...” The recording distorted, the words becoming unintelligible before the dictaphone fell silent again. Ellie shook it, trying to coax more from the device, but it remained stubbornly dead.

Ellie pulled out a reel from the dusty box, holding it up under the soft museum light. A date was scrawled across the tape in faded ink: September 22nd, 1994. Exactly thirty years ago this week. There was a partially torn sticker, which had once covered the date.

“What’s that?” Charles asked, looking over her shoulder.

Ellie raised the reel slightly. “September 22nd, 1994,” she said softly. “A month before Tim died. But look at this—” She held the reel up to the light, revealing the torn sticker that had covered the original label. Some of the remaining text was now visible.

“Does that look like ‘Dr E—’ to you?” she asked, her heart quickening.

Charles squinted, then nodded. “Yeah, I can see that. Dr Evelyn, maybe? There’s something else you should know.”

Ellie raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“I looked through this box after you left last time,” Charles said, his voice dropping. “There was a photograph in here, dated 22nd September 1994, but it’s gone. I didn’t think much of it at the time. Maybe DS Cookson took it?”

Ellie frowned, tapping the edge of the reel. “I remember it. Cookson could’ve taken it. She did make copies of everything.” She sighed, thinking of the officer’s thoroughness. “She left everything else behind, said she’d come back if she needed more. But she hasn’t.”

The thought gnawed at her. What had been in that photograph? Why take it now?

Before the silence could stretch any further, a loud bang echoed from deeper inside the museum, sending both Ellie and Charles into action. Eddie was up in an instant, barking wildly and darting towards the noise.

Charles stood, his face pale. “What was that?”

Ellie didn’t wait to find out. She was on her feet, but Eddie was already ahead, racing towards the front of the museum, barking furiously. Ellie followed, catching a glimpse of a figure—dressed all in black—darting past the display cases, heading for the door.

“Stop!” Ellie yelled, sprinting after them, but the figure was too fast. By the time she reached the entrance, the door was swinging open, and Eddie bolted through, hot on their trail.

Ellie stumbled over the broken doorframe, but when she got outside, the street was teeming with people. A coach full of American tourists had just arrived for a World War II tour, and dozens of them, all in black jackets and caps, swarmed the area. Ellie scanned the crowd, but the intruder had disappeared.

Charles appeared at her side, breathless, Duchess in his arms. “What happened? Did you see them?”

Ellie slipped the film reel into her jacket pocket, her mind racing. “I think they were after something in that archival box,” she said, tapping the reel now safely in her coat. “Maybe even this.”

Charles frowned, looking at the mess left behind. “Why would anyone want that old junk?” he muttered, mostly to himself. “Let’s tidy up.”

As they picked up the scattered remnants of the door, Ellie’s fingers brushed against a small piece of paper half-buried under a splintered plank. She pulled it out and unfolded it carefully. It was a receipt, yellowed and creased with age. Her eyes widened as she read the details.

“Look at this,” she said, showing it to Charles. “They must’ve dropped it. It’s a receipt for a speaker and a battery. Just like the ones we found at the memorial.”

Ellie stepped outside, still shaken from the break-in, but the intruder was long gone. She scanned the street again, trying to make sense of the blur of tourists. Her eyes caught sight of a figure slipping down the alley behind The Drowsy Duck. That had to be them.

Just as she started towards the alley, a bright light flashed in her face, momentarily blinding her. She squinted, raising her hand to shield her eyes.

“Ellie! There you are!” Her mother’s cheerful voice shattered the moment, and as Ellie’s vision adjusted, she saw Carolyn grinning beside Penny, who was filming everything.

“We’re about to shoot a cooking segment for the show!” Carolyn announced, completely oblivious to Ellie’s state. “I need Penny’s hands in the kitchen, and we’re short a cameraman. We really need you.”

Ellie hesitated, her mind still racing from the museum break-in. Then an idea struck her. She turned to her mother, pulling the film reel from her jacket. Carolyn and Penny’s eyes lit up as Penny lowered the camera.

“On one condition,” Ellie said firmly. “Do you still have that old projector from when I was a kid? I need it.”


Chapter Eighteen


Dust floated through the dim attic air, illuminated by the faint glow of the rain-streaked window. Carolyn climbed the ladder ahead, her movements slow but certain, navigating through years of forgotten relics from her patchy television career. Posters from *Heatherwood Haven* lay stacked in the corners, their once-bright colours now faded and cracked.

“They really should re-release it on streaming, you know,” Carolyn mused, setting aside a crinkled banner with her own face beaming back at her from twenty years ago. “People would eat it up. I bet it’d still hold up today.”

Ellie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She’d been forced to watch those episodes too many times as a child, and the overwrought drama hardly seemed timeless. Still, she bit her tongue.

They rummaged in silence until Carolyn called out, “Found it!” She pulled an old projector from a worn cardboard box, the plastic scratched but otherwise intact.

“Looks like it’s in one piece,” Ellie said, joining her. “Let’s hope it still works.”

Carolyn set the projector on the floor and plugged it in, twisting the knob to feed the film through. Just as the reel began to spin, the bulb blew with a loud pop. Both women yelped, startled by the sudden darkness.

“Oh, great,” Carolyn sighed, her voice edging towards dramatics. “It’s haunted, clearly.”

Ellie shot her mother a look, cutting her off before she could launch into one of her usual ghost stories. “Be reasonable, Mum. It’s an ancient projector, not a poltergeist.”

Carolyn huffed but didn’t argue. Ellie knelt down to inspect the projector, taking a picture of the serial number on her phone. She pulled up her text thread with Gran, fingers hovering over the keys. “Joey’s the tech expert, right? I’ll text Gran to ask him.”

She quickly typed a message, asking Gran to forward the serial number to Joey. She added a casual question about how things were going with Dr Marsh, her stomach tightening as she hit send. Maggie’s read receipts popped up instantly, but no reply followed.

“Well,” Carolyn said, dusting her hands off, “we can always come back to this.” She gently nudged Ellie towards the attic ladder, clearly ready to move on. “Let’s not waste the evening, darling.”

Back downstairs, the kitchen was bustling. Penny had somehow coaxed Daniel’s nan from next door, and the elderly woman stood looking disgruntled amidst the organised chaos. Penny, ever eager with the camera, was in full production mode, but Daniel’s nan looked far from amused.

The situation quickly descended into a comedy of misunderstandings, with Daniel’s nan interpreting everything Penny said in the most bizarre ways. At one point, Penny mimed stirring a pot, and the old woman thought she should start cleaning the windows. Daniel appeared, breathless and relieved, as if he’d been searching for her for hours.

“Thought I’d lost her,” he said, running a hand through his hair.

Ellie chuckled at the absurdity of it all. The chaos, though amusing, made her restless. Carolyn, on the other hand, seized the moment to ask Ellie about the case.

“Alright, fine,” Ellie said, cutting through the babble. “I’ll help. But first, do we still have any of those old projector bulbs?”

Carolyn looked stumped for a moment before calling out, “Penny, do you remember where we put that spare lightbulb for the projector?”

Penny paused mid-gesture, thinking hard. “Oh… um, when did you ask me to put it away?”

“Nineteen ninety-nine, perhaps?”

Penny wandered off, rummaging through cupboards, and came back holding a faded, crinkled cardboard box. “Got it!”

Ellie smiled at her aunt. “You’re full of surprises.”

Together, they made their way back to the attic, Daniel trailing behind. As Penny and Carolyn wrestled with the projector, Daniel pulled Ellie aside on the landing. “Have you thought any more about… you know?” His voice was low, almost tentative.

Ellie sighed, rubbing her temple. It was the last thing she wanted to deal with. “If I say I’ll do it, will you stop asking?”

“Oh.” Daniel seemed caught off guard by her bluntness. “Yeah, sure.” He hesitated, clearly hurt.

Guilt twisted in Ellie’s chest. “Sorry,” she said, softening her tone. “I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just… a lot.”

Daniel gave a small nod. “No, you’re right. I’ve been pushing. I just… It feels like the right thing to do.”

Ellie didn’t have the energy to get into it now. Instead, she gestured towards the attic. “Come on, let’s see what this old tape has to offer.”

Once back in the attic, Carolyn and Penny were bickering over how to feed the film through the projector.

“I worked in the industry, remember? I know what I’m doing!” Carolyn insisted, but Penny wasn’t convinced.

Ellie smirked. “Suddenly, you’re a camera expert, Mum?”

The projector flickered to life, casting a shaky image onto the crumbling plaster wall. The picture was upside down, and Penny muttered, “See, I told you,” quickly adjusting it.

The footage began with Paul Holloway recording himself in the bathroom mirror. “Autumn’s here,” he narrated, his tone playful. “Things are getting spooky.” He didn’t seem to take it seriously, his grin wide as he messed with his hair.

The scene cut to the inside of *The Drowsy Duck*. Daniel, standing on the other side of the projector, joked, “Maybe we’ll find evidence of ghosts.”

Ellie didn’t laugh. Her eyes were glued to the screen, scrutinising every frame.

Paul turned the camera on Cassie and Meredith, huddled together at the bar. Cassie, with her heavy eyeliner and severe fringe, looked eager, her voice dreamy as she declared, “We’re going to prove everyone wrong. Ghosts are real.”

Meredith, dressed in her usual boho layers, was more serious. “This is bigger than Meadowfield,” she said. “This is a global awakening.”

The camera panned, and Carolyn let out a shriek. “There I am!” she cried. “Pause! I’m the size of a house!”

Ellie obliged, freezing the frame on Carolyn sitting at the bar with Penny. Carolyn might have been in the same room as the Ghost Watch Club, but her presence seemed incidental, her eyes glazed over as she sipped a drink.

“Alright, back to the good stuff,” Ellie said, hitting play again. The scene shifted to George and Dr Marsh playing pool. Paul’s voice narrated from behind the camera, “The sceptics in their natural habitat… being boring…”

He sounded like a typical eighteen-year-old—dismissive and cocky. The camera swung to Tim Baker, forever youthful with his floppy hair, poring over a photograph with a magnifier.

“Wherever this picture came from,” Tim said, awe in his voice, “it looks real…”

Before Ellie could process the significance, the film cut abruptly. The image shifted to grainy night vision footage, static crackling across the screen. The mood in the attic changed instantly. Ellie’s heart pounded as Tim appeared again, this time strapped to a chair in the middle of a dark room.

“What is this?” Penny whispered, stepping back.

“Film noir?” Carolyn suggested weakly.

Ellie moved closer to the flickering image. A figure paced around Tim, clipboard in hand. The figure was calm at first, but as the static increased, Tim began thrashing in his seat, his panic clear.

Ellie’s breath caught. “He’s screaming…”

“There’s no sound,” Daniel said quietly.

Ellie leaned in further, her silhouette merging with the projection. The figure circling Tim was blurry but unmistakable. As the static intensified, Tim’s head fell back, his mouth wide in a silent scream. Ellie’s stomach churned.

Then, the figure turned towards the camera. The image froze—the face blurry and grainy, but unmistakeable. Dr Evelyn Marsh.

Penny gasped. “I’m scared…”

Carolyn’s voice softened, surprising Ellie. “It’s just a film, Penny. It can’t hurt you.”

“But she was hurting him,” Penny said, her voice trembling. “What was she doing to him? It looked like… an experiment.”

Ellie felt cold. “We shouldn’t have watched this,” she muttered. “Someone tried to get rid of it for a reason. But now… now I’m going to find out what happened to Tim.”

Without another word, Ellie bolted from the attic, rain drumming against the roof as she raced through the village streets. The film reel was tucked securely in her jacket, but her thoughts were a whirlwind. She texted her gran again as she ran, each message being read but none answered.

When Ellie reached George’s house, she burst through the door, her heart still pounding. The sight that greeted her froze her in her tracks. Maggie and Dr Marsh sat in the living room, chatting casually over tea as if nothing had happened. As if the horrors on that film didn’t exist.

Ellie slammed the film reel down on the table, the sharp sound cutting through the room like a knife. Both women looked up, startled by her sudden entrance, but neither spoke. Maggie blinked at her granddaughter, her expression a mix of confusion and concern. Dr Marsh, however, remained unnervingly calm, her pale fingers still

wrapped around the teacup as if Ellie’s arrival meant nothing.

Ellie’s breath was heavy, her jacket dripping with rain. “Explain,” she said, her voice tight. “Explain what I just saw.”

Maggie frowned. “Ellie, what are you⁠—”

“Don’t,” Ellie snapped, her eyes locked on Dr Marsh’s unreadable gaze. “Don’t pretend you don’t know. The experiments. Tim Baker. What were you doing to him?”

Maggie shifted in her seat, clearly unsettled, but Dr Marsh didn’t flinch. She placed her cup down with deliberate slowness, then turned her cold, glassy eyes towards Ellie. “I don’t know what you think you’ve seen, girl,” she said, her voice as smooth as ever. “But you’re mistaken.”

Ellie’s hands shook as she pointed to the reel on the table. “That footage. You had Tim strapped to a chair. He was screaming—and you were… what? Experimenting on him?”

Dr Marsh’s lips curled slightly, almost a smile, but there was nothing kind about it. “Nothing he didn’t ask for,” she said quietly, her words dripping with menace.

Maggie’s face paled, her confusion deepening. “What is this, Eve? What is she talking about?”

Ellie felt her stomach twist as she turned to her gran. “Gran, you need to see this. There’s footage of Tim, from thirty years ago. He’s terrified, and Dr Marsh is⁠—”

“It’s not what you think,” Dr Marsh interrupted, her voice firm. She leaned forward, her cane resting against her knee, and her eyes seemed to darken. “Tim Baker came to me. He wanted to prove something about the nature of life and death. He wanted answers, and I was the only one who could help him.”

Ellie’s jaw clenched. “Help him? You call what I just watched helping?”

Maggie’s eyes darted between Ellie and Dr Marsh, clearly rattled by the tension. She reached for her phone, swiping through Ellie’s unread messages. The last one stood out starkly on the screen: *She’s not safe.*

Maggie read the text aloud, her voice shaky. “She’s not safe… Ellie, what is this? What’s happening?”

Ellie’s heart pounded. She wanted to believe her gran would understand, but the reality of what she’d uncovered was overwhelming. “Gran, you’ve got to listen. Dr Marsh… she’s dangerous. I don’t know what she did back then, but it’s not what she’s telling you.”

Maggie shook her head, her eyes filling with uncertainty. “Eve… is this true?”

Dr Marsh’s hand tightened around the cane, her knuckles white. “Maggie, listen to me,” she said softly, her voice persuasive. “I never meant any harm. What Tim and I did—it was voluntary. He wanted to push boundaries, to see what others wouldn’t dare. He trusted me, and I never betrayed that trust.”

Ellie’s pulse raced as she watched her gran’s face falter. “You didn’t publish your findings, did you?” Ellie asked, her voice hardening. “You never let anyone see what happened to Tim.”

Dr Marsh’s eyes gleamed with something predatory. “Some things are better left unsaid,” she murmured.

Ellie’s anger surged. “You had him in a room, Gran! Strapped to a chair like some kind of experiment—don’t you see? She was doing something to him, something that terrified him!”

Maggie looked between them, the weight of her years pressing down, and for the first time, Ellie saw doubt in her gran’s eyes. “Ellie… this is… a lot to process.”

Ellie took a step closer to the table, her voice lowering. “And there’s more. George Fenton’s getting worse.”

Maggie’s head snapped up, her eyes wide. “What?”

“Sylvia texted me,” Ellie said, her voice firm. “He’s deteriorating fast. They’re not sure how long he’s got.”

A sharp inhale from Dr Marsh broke the silence. For the first time, Ellie saw the icy facade crack. “George…” she whispered, her voice distant, almost reverent. “He’s… worse?”

Ellie nodded slowly, watching Dr Marsh’s reaction with growing suspicion. “Yes. And that means whatever you were hiding back then is running out of time. If George dies without telling us the truth, we’ll never know.”

Maggie, still reeling, stood up suddenly. “We need to get to the hospital. Now. George needs us.”

Dr Marsh let out a harsh, bitter laugh, a sound that chilled Ellie to the core. “Nearby? George never forgave you, Maggie. He despised you for what you did.”

Ellie frowned. “What is she talking about, Gran?”

Maggie’s face crumpled, and she quickly turned away, grabbing her coat. “We don’t have time for this now.”

Ellie’s blood ran cold as she stared at Dr Marsh. The older woman sat silently, her presence unsettling. Ellie swallowed hard, her mind racing with unanswered questions. “This isn’t over, Dr Marsh,” she said, her voice steely. “You will explain what was on that film. And when you do, we’ll know the truth about what you did to Tim.”

Dr Marsh’s eyes flickered with something unreadable—defiance, perhaps, or a dangerous calm. “Few things ever are,” she said quietly.

Ellie glanced at her gran, who was already at the door. They had to get to the hospital, to George. Ellie cast one last glance at Dr Marsh, her stomach tightening with the weight of the secrets still buried beneath Meadowfield’s quiet surface.

Whatever was on that film reel, it was only the beginning.


Chapter Nineteen


The old bus rattled over the uneven country roads, its windows streaked with rain. Ellie sat in silence, her thoughts still spinning from her confrontation with Dr Evelyn Marsh. Maggie, beside her, clutched her handbag with white-knuckled fingers, the tension between them as palpable as the low hum of the bus engine. They hadn’t spoken since the hospital. There was nothing to say, not yet.

The small cottage hospital in Wiltshire came into view, its weathered stone walls nestled between rolling hills. It was the kind of place that felt like it had always been there—solid, immovable, forgotten by time. A private facility, tucked away from the village, where the sound of distant birds was more frequent than the wail of ambulances.

Inside, the air was thick with antiseptic and quiet murmurs. A nurse greeted them at reception, her uniform crisp, her smile polite but tired. “You’re here for Mr George Fenton?” she asked, checking her notes.

Ellie nodded, while Maggie stood still, her face unreadable.

“Right this way,” the nurse said, leading them through a maze of pale corridors. “He’s stable, but we’ll need to operate tonight. His condition hasn’t worsened, but we need to address the internal bleeding.”

Maggie exhaled sharply, as if she’d been holding her breath the entire journey. Ellie glanced at her, wanting to reach out, but something held her back.

They arrived at a quiet corner room. The nurse pushed open the door with a gentle hand, revealing George lying in a hospital bed, his face pale against the sheets. Next to him, Meredith was hooked up to her own machines, unconscious but peaceful.

“They’ve put them together,” the nurse said with a soft smile. “Lovers, side by side.” She almost sighed, as if she found the scene sweet, like something from a romance novel.

Maggie’s lips pressed into a thin line. “In books, that sort of thing is cute,” she muttered, her voice tight. “In real life, it’s horrible.”

Ellie glanced at her, surprised by the rawness in her tone.

“I’m sorry?” The nurse blinked, clearly taken aback.

Maggie shook her head, dismissing the comment. “Never mind.”

The nurse gave a hesitant nod before slipping out, leaving them alone with the soft beeping of monitors and the rhythmic whoosh of ventilators. Maggie stepped forward and sat heavily in the chair between the two beds, her eyes flicking between George and Meredith.

Ellie lingered by the door, unsure what to do. “Gran…”

“This is our moment,” Maggie interrupted, her voice barely above a whisper. “To hold vigil. Like George did for Meredith all those years.” She stared at her old friend’s peaceful face, as if waiting for her to wake up and tell them everything was going to be fine. But Meredith remained silent, lost in whatever world coma patients drift to.

Ellie swallowed, the knot in her throat tightening. This wasn’t how she imagined it. None of this was.

She paced by the window, the rain tapping softly against the glass. Maggie sat, still and resigned, by George’s side. The steady beep of the machines filled the silence between them, thick and stifling. Ellie could feel the weight of the moment settling on her shoulders, tightening her chest. She had come for answers, not more silence.

“I can’t sit here all day, Gran,” Ellie said, breaking the quiet. Her voice was tight, impatience creeping through the cracks. “You can, but I can’t. I need to figure out what’s going on.”

Maggie didn’t respond, her eyes fixed on George’s frail form. There was something heavy in her expression, something Ellie couldn’t quite reach. But she wasn’t going to wait around for Maggie to decide what to say.

With a frustrated exhale, Ellie turned on her heel and strode down the corridor, her footsteps echoing in the empty halls. Meredith’s room was at the far end, tucked away as though the world had forgotten her too. When she pushed open the door, Ellie wasn’t sure what to expect—but it wasn’t this.

Meredith was awake.

Her eyes, once dull and lifeless, were open, staring blankly at the ceiling. Ellie froze, shock twisting her stomach. The nurse, stationed by the bed, gave a small nod.

“She woke up yesterday,” the nurse said quietly, “but hasn’t said a word since. We’ve been monitoring her closely, but… well, she seems catatonic.”

Ellie approached the bed cautiously, her heart pounding in her chest. Meredith’s gaze didn’t move, didn’t blink. She was there, but she wasn’t. And yet, as Ellie stood over her, something about the stillness didn’t feel right.

“Maggie,” Ellie whispered, her throat dry. “Gran, you need to see this.”

Maggie appeared in the doorway moments later, her eyes widening when she saw Meredith. “Good heavens,” she breathed. “She’s awake.”

Ellie watched as Meredith’s eyes shifted, just a fraction, toward Maggie. Then, in one abrupt movement, Meredith turned her head sharply away, as though the sight of Maggie was too much to bear. Ellie felt a prickle of unease.

“She’s not catatonic,” Ellie said, her voice low but firm. “She’s choosing not to talk.”

Maggie stood frozen, her hand clutched to her chest, clearly taken aback by the coldness of Meredith’s reaction. For years, they’d been friends. Now, they were strangers. Maggie swallowed but said nothing.

Ellie, however, wasn’t about to let the silence go unchecked. She leaned in closer, her eyes narrowing as she studied Meredith’s face. “What happened?” Ellie asked, the edge of determination in her voice cutting through the room. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

For a moment, nothing. Meredith’s eyes remained fixed on the far wall, her body stiff under the thin hospital sheets. Ellie’s breath caught in her throat, frustration rising again. Was it too late? Was Meredith lost to whatever had happened that night?

Then, a voice. A dry, rasping whisper, barely audible.

“A light,” Meredith croaked, her voice cracked and hoarse from disuse. “I was in the garden… and I saw… a bright light.”

Ellie’s heart lurched. It was the first real answer she’d gotten, but it only opened up more questions. She glanced at Maggie, who stood as if rooted to the spot, staring at Meredith with a look of mingled shock and sadness.

A light. It wasn’t much, but it was something. And it was all she needed to push forward.

“Thank you,” Ellie whispered, stepping back. She knew she wouldn’t get more from Meredith now, not here. Whatever had happened that night in 1994, it wasn’t going to reveal itself in this sterile hospital room. There were more secrets buried elsewhere, and Ellie was going to dig them up, no matter how deep they went.

Meredith didn’t respond again, her eyes drifting back to that faraway place. But Ellie couldn’t shake the feeling that, despite everything, Meredith still knew more than she was letting on.

The nurse gasped, her eyes wide as she darted to the door. “She spoke! Doctor!”

Within moments, the calm of the hospital room dissolved into chaos. A doctor rushed in, and Ellie and Maggie were gently but firmly pushed into the hallway. The door clicked shut behind them, leaving Meredith’s faint voice behind it, but the shock of her words lingered in the air.

Ellie turned to Maggie, her mind racing. “She’s alive,” Ellie whispered, her voice trembling with disbelief. “She’s alive, and she might be able to unlock everything. But not today.”

Maggie remained silent, her lips pressed into a thin line. Her eyes stayed fixed on the door, as though willing it to open again and offer some clarity. The tension between them hung heavy—Ellie could feel it, even as she reached out to pull her grandmother into a hug.

“She’s alive,” Ellie repeated, her arms tightening around Maggie’s shoulders. But Maggie didn’t return the embrace.

From inside the room, Meredith’s voice cracked out again, faint but clear enough to strike deep.

“Where’s George?”

Maggie broke from Ellie’s arms as if the words had physically pushed her. She rushed down the corridor, her steps quick and uneven, her heart clearly in pieces. Ellie stood frozen for a moment, watching her grandmother disappear.

Inside the room, Ellie caught a glimpse of Meredith again. Her once peaceful expression was now twisted with devastation. The nurse knelt by her side, trying to comfort her, but it was clear—Meredith’s silence had been more than just recovery. Ellie had never seen such pain etched on someone’s face. And yet, there were still no explanations, no answers to the years of buried secrets.

Dr Evelyn Marsh wasn’t dead. Meredith had woken up. And none of them were willing to explain.

Ellie felt as though the ground beneath her was shifting—pieces of a puzzle falling into place, but the bigger picture still elusive. She had to know more, but not here. Not today.

She turned and ran to catch up with Maggie, who was already storming towards the nearest exit, her head down, shoulders hunched. Ellie followed her out of the hospital, the rain now heavier, slashing down in sheets as they hurried to the bus stop.

The bus was pulling in just as they reached it, its doors hissing open. Ellie and Maggie were the

last to climb aboard, the warmth and chatter inside a strange contrast to the cold outside. They didn’t speak as they ascended to the upper deck, taking seats at the front. A gang of kids at the back filled the silence with loud laughter and conversation, leaving no space for Ellie to find the right words. In a way, she was thankful. She didn’t know what to say.

She gazed out of the window as the bus pulled away, watching the hospital fade into the distance. Maggie stared ahead, her face set in stone, her hands gripping the seat in front of her. Ellie’s mind spun, trying to make sense of everything.

Meredith’s voice echoed in her mind. A light.

Ellie didn’t know where to turn next. Everything was overwhelming—Dr Marsh, Meredith, George—none of them were telling the truth, or at least not the whole truth. How could so many people be connected by one night, one death, and still leave so much in the dark?

She closed her eyes and leaned back into the seat, the noise of the kids blending into the hum of the bus engine. It was too much to process at once. She needed a plan. Something concrete.

But for now, all she could do was think.

The bus swung into Meadowfield, its familiar hum lulling Ellie into a brief sense of calm, though her mind was anything but. She kept replaying the list in her head—Cassie, Paul, Harold, Tilly. Four names, four links to the past, and each one held a piece of the puzzle. Yet every time she got close to uncovering something, it felt as though everything was slipping out of reach.

She rang the bell near the pond, pulling her thoughts back to the present. As the bus slowed, she turned to Maggie, who hadn’t moved from her rigid posture since they’d boarded. Ellie kissed her on the forehead, a small gesture of comfort. “Stay on till home, Gran. Put your feet up. I’ll bring you something to eat. Maybe a takeaway.”

Maggie exhaled, almost in relief, her shoulders loosening as though she’d been bracing herself for an exhausting night in the kitchen. “I was thinking of making something… to distract us,” she muttered. “But after today… well, it would’ve been enough food to last till Christmas.”

Ellie smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Take a break. I’ll be back soon.”

As the bus pulled away, Maggie’s face faded from view, and Ellie turned her attention to the village. The streets were quieter than usual, most of the shops closed for the night. She ignored the few places still serving food, her feet carrying her automatically towards South Street.

The evening air was cool, the rain from earlier now a fine mist. Ellie’s thoughts grew heavier with each step. Cassie, Paul, Harold, Tilly. She reached the back of the narrow alley leading to the photo studio, her pulse quickening as she saw a figure struggling with equipment at the top of the stairs.

Cassie.

Ellie hurried forward. “Let me help.”

Cassie whipped around, her eyes wide with something beyond exhaustion. “Leave me alone!” she cried, her voice shrill and raw.

Before Ellie could react, Cassie’s arm jerked out, almost knocking her down the stairs. For a split second, Ellie’s heart leapt into her throat. Her life flashed before her eyes—Maggie, the shop, the unfinished puzzle, everything that kept her anchored. She grabbed the railing, steadying herself, her breath coming fast.

Cassie, clearly rattled, rushed off in a panic, her mutterings indistinct but angry. She moved as though Ellie’s presence had disrupted her entire world.

“What’s wrong with you?” Ellie called after her, but Cassie didn’t stop. Her retreating figure disappeared into the darkness of the alley, leaving Ellie standing there, shaken and confused.

Ellie climbed the steps slowly, her knees trembling with the aftershock. She peered through the studio windows, but it was dark inside, empty. She tried the door, her fingers curling around the handle, but it didn’t budge. Of course it wouldn’t.

Sighing, Ellie sank onto the step outside, her mind racing, trying to piece together the encounter. Had she pushed too far? Was she intruding where she didn’t belong?

From nowhere, a blinding light flashed in Ellie’s eyes, far too close for comfort.

“Crikey…” she muttered, blinking as Paul emerged from the shadows, the camera dangling loosely in his hand, a sheepish grin on his face.

“Sorry! Didn’t realise the flash was on that bright,” Paul said, fiddling with the settings. “You just looked so… contemplative. That’s when people look their best, you know? When they’re off guard without their social masks on. Couldn’t resist.”

Ellie gave him a tight smile, still blinking away the afterimage. “Yeah, well… I *am* off guard. Cassie just tried to throw me down the stairs.”

Paul paused, considering this for a beat, then lowered himself onto the step beside her with a casual thud. “That sounds like Cassie,” he said with a sigh. “She’s got a temper, but she doesn’t mean it. She’s had a hard life. Haven’t we all?” He glanced sideways at Ellie, his tone turning reflective. “That’s why we clicked. Bonded, you know? Both struggling with our families.”

“The Ghost Watch Club seemed like a family for everyone.”

“Yeah,” Paul said, nodding slowly. “Yeah, it was.” His voice had softened, and he was staring at something in the distance Ellie couldn’t see.

“You seemed happy,” Ellie said, her own voice distant, caught in a memory of that old video clip. “I saw you and Tim at the pub. You were photographing him… you looked like pals.”

“Yeah… Tim was good at what he did. Knew how to read a room, y’know?”

Ellie closed her eyes for a moment, recalling it more vividly. “You were examining a picture,” she said slowly. “You said… ‘wherever these pictures have come from…’ The fake pictures?” she asked, opening her eyes again to meet his.

“You’ve noticed Cassie likes to insist they’re fake, right?” he whispered, almost a confession. “She doesn’t handle opposition very well.” He sighed, as though there was more to the story he didn’t want to get into. “But yeah, that’s what Tim was looking at in that video. Those pictures showed up at the studio a few days before that with a note to publish them.”

“I thought the pictures were credited to you in that book,” Ellie said, narrowing her eyes.

“They had to put someone’s name down. Tim was dead by then, and the studio was still running. So, it made sense to keep it all under one roof. If you’re suggesting I faked them,” he said, raising a brow, “I’ll take no offence. Any monkey could do it. It’s just cutting, pasting, layering. Victorians figured it out years ago. Photoshop, Facetune—none of that’s new. Back then, it was pens and pencils, stencils and lights. Sure, I could throw together some pictures, maybe even some videos if I felt like it. But I didn’t. That wasn’t our style.” He shook his head, wiping his hand in a clean line. “Those pictures were given to us, and I wish we knew who by. Real or not, you gotta admit, they’re pretty cool.” He leaned in, his voice a husky whisper, “Sort of stuff historians love, right?”

She couldn’t help but smile at that. “I suppose you’re right.” She didn’t know why, but his words, his tone, something about his presence, calmed her, if only for a moment.

“There’s that smile!” he said, lifting up his camera. “I wasn’t kidding when I said you looked photogenic on that step. How about I take a few more? Cheer you up a bit.”

“No, no, it’s fine. Really.”

“Come on,” Paul pressed lightly, “just a couple. It’ll be fun.”

“No, really,” she insisted. “Thank you, though. I appreciate it.”

Paul raised his hands in mock surrender, still grinning. “Alright, alright. No problem. Don’t worry. Was I helpful, at least?”

“I think so,” Ellie said, about to stand up.

“I’m not staying,” he said, heading for the alley. “Take all the time you need, I was just looking for Cassie. She’s late for a job, again.”

He left before Ellie could mention that she’d seen her, and out of the corner of her eye, something caught the dim light—a glint of silver in the plant pot by the door. A key.

Her breath hitched. She leaned forward, her hand hovering over it. It would be so easy to take it, to open the door and search the studio. Maybe there were answers inside. Maybe this was the lead she needed. But she paused, her hand pulling back. What would she even be looking for? And what if there was nothing? Or worse—what if she found more than she could handle?

The world felt like it was pushing back at every turn, pressing down on her, closing in. Ellie stared at the key, her thoughts swirling. She wasn’t sure how much more of this she could take. She wondered if she should step back. Give herself some space to breathe, to think. Maybe she was pushing too hard, trying to force answers where there were none. Maybe it was time to stop.

But no. Ellie

shook her head, her stubbornness bubbling back to the surface. This wasn’t the time to quit. Not now. Not after everything. She might need a break, yes—a chance to clear her head—but not from the investigation. She wasn’t going to stop.

Cassie’s words echoed in her mind. *Destiny.*

She stood, leaving the key in the plant pot. Ellie knew what she needed—somewhere to think, to figure out her next step.

And she knew just the place.


Chapter Twenty


Ellie headed to the one place that had always brought her comfort—the bookshop. It had once been her sanctuary, a haven where the weight of the outside world slipped away among the shelves of forgotten stories. But as she stepped through the familiar doors now, something was different. The shop no longer felt like a refuge.

The creak of the old wooden floorboards under her feet sounded hollow, like a ghost of the past. The shelves, once overflowing with books, now seemed sparse and neglected, dust gathering in the spaces where new titles should have been. The musty smell of old books, which used to fill her with warmth and nostalgia, now carried an air of abandonment.

Ellie walked slowly through the aisles, her fingers brushing the spines of books she once knew by heart. But the rose-tinted memories of her childhood dissolved with each step. The shop was a crumbling husk of what it once was.

Every corner held shadows of her past—memories of her grandmother reading aloud, afternoons spent curled up with a novel while the world outside faded away. But now, those memories felt distant, like ghosts she couldn’t quite grasp.

Everything Ellie once held dear was slipping away. She wasn’t sure if it was the bookshop or if it was her. Either way, the sense of sanctuary she had always found here was gone, replaced by the stark reality that nothing was the same anymore. Not the shop, not the village, and certainly not her.

A creaking noise echoed through the stillness of the bookshop. Ellie froze, her heart pounding in her chest. It was late—too late for anyone else to be here. The sound seemed to come from below, deep within the shop.

She was tired—tired of being scared, tired of always looking over her shoulder. Whoever it was, she didn’t care anymore.

“I’m armed,” she called out, her voice shaky, regretting it the moment the words left her mouth. She reached into her pocket, searching for anything to defend herself, and her fingers closed around… a pen. *I Love Meadowfield* was printed cheerfully along its side. She clicked it, brandishing it in front of her, a ridiculous sense of defiance flaring inside her.

She took a cautious step toward the cellar door, gripping the pen tightly in her hand. But as she descended the stairs, she let out a long breath when she saw the source of the noise.

Maggie.

Her grandmother was hunched over a box, clearing up a mess of old books and papers. She didn’t even look up, her focus entirely on the task in front of her.

“I’ve been meaning to get this place sorted for ages,” Maggie said without turning around. “Figured now’s the perfect time.”

“Is it?” Ellie asked, still gripping the pen. “When there’s so much to do?”

Maggie let out a small laugh, standing up and brushing the dust from her hands. “No. But I’m doing it anyway.”

Ellie’s shoulders relaxed, and she pocketed the pen, stepping further into the dimly lit cellar. “I sent you home, and you were supposed to get food,” she said, a teasing edge to her voice.

Maggie raised an eyebrow. “Touché. We’re as bad as each other, aren’t we?”

Ellie smiled, despite herself. The tension lifted, if only for a moment, as they shared a quiet laugh. But then Maggie’s expression softened, and she sat down on an old crate, her eyes distant.

“You know,” Maggie said, her voice barely carrying over the creak of the old building. “Maybe it’s time to give up, love.”

Ellie’s heart sank. “What do you mean?”

Maggie sighed and rested her hands on her knees, staring into the dimly lit cellar. “The bookshop, George, Tim’s death... all of it. Maybe it was never ours to fix. Maybe we should’ve let go long ago.”

Ellie couldn’t bring herself to answer. She had never seen her grandmother like this—so worn down, so… resigned. It was like all the years of keeping things together, of holding up the world around her, had finally taken their toll.

“I just… don’t know anymore,” Maggie continued, her voice thick with fatigue. “Some fights, they wear you down until you’ve got nothing left.”

Ellie’s throat tightened, seeing her grandmother like this, so vulnerable. The woman who had been her rock was crumbling right in front of her.

“When I was your age,” Maggie went on quietly, “I thought I’d have to face all the bad in my life once. Deal with it, and be done with it. But that’s not how it works, is it? You keep growing, and if you’re learning, you’re changing. Some things… some things come up again and again.”

Ellie leaned against the wall, watching her grandmother’s face, the weariness etched into every line.

“You have to keep slaying those dragons,” Maggie continued, her voice trembling. “Catching those ghosts…”

Ellie tilted her head. “And what do you do with them when you catch them?”

Maggie sighed deeply, her shoulders slumping. “I don’t know, love. I really don’t.”

The words hung between them, heavy and unspoken. Maggie’s usual spark was dim, the fight in her slowly wearing thin. Ellie could feel it too—the sense of slipping into the same frame of mind, like the darkness of the cellar was seeping into her bones.

Ellie sat on the steps of the bookshop cellar, her mind heavy with the weight of Maggie’s words. The cool air of the shop did nothing to clear her thoughts. She was lost. Everything seemed to be slipping through her fingers, and no matter how hard she tried to keep up, the past clung to her like a shadow she couldn’t outrun.

She pulled out her phone, staring blankly at the screen. Maybe a distraction would help—something to take her mind off the crumbling shop and the tangled web of secrets suffocating her. She opened a job listings app, flicking through roles: runners, assistant producers, and things that used to excite her. But now, none of it spoke to her.

Restless, Ellie switched over to social media. She hadn’t checked it in a while. As she scrolled, she came across a familiar face—Jade, the girl from the coffee shop where Ellie had once worked. There Jade was, in Cardiff, living a carefree life. Her feed was full of drinks by the bay, nights out in the city, and carefree laughter under bright lights. It felt like a world away from the cold, damp bookshop and the mess Ellie was in.

For a brief moment, Ellie envied her. Jade had no idea what it was like to be weighed down by secrets that stretched back to 1994, no idea what it was like to feel haunted by things she couldn’t explain. But deep down, Ellie knew she didn’t want that life either. She didn’t want the parties or the nights out. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted anymore.

The one thing she was certain of was how exhausted she was from carrying the past on her shoulders. She had spent so long trying to figure out what happened to Tim Baker, and now, after everything, she just wanted to stop caring. But she couldn’t. The past had its grip on her, and it wasn’t letting go.

Her chest felt tight, the pressure mounting. Everything—the mystery, the ghosts of her childhood—was becoming too much. Even breathing felt like a chore.

Ellie sighed and closed the app. She wasn’t going to find peace here. Not in social media, and not in the broken-down remains of what once brought her comfort.

She needed a distraction. The weight of Maggie’s words, the crumbling bookshop, and the endless mysteries were closing in on her. She found herself heading toward Daniel’s house, hoping his calm presence might clear her mind, if only for a moment. As she crossed the village green, the familiar path toward his door, she felt a flicker of hope—a brief thought that maybe Daniel could help her see through the fog.

But before she could reach his house, DS Angela intercepted her.

“Ellie.” Angela’s voice was sharp, her eyes flashing with frustration. “Where’s the reel?”

Ellie blinked, caught off guard. She had almost forgotten about the film reel—the one she’d been putting off, the one she knew held more secrets than she was ready to face.

“You’ve watched it?” Angela snapped, her tone leaving no room for pretense.

Ellie nodded, a twinge of guilt rising in her chest. “Yes... I have. It’s at my mum’s.”

Angela’s eyes narrowed, suspicion flickering across her face. “And you didn’t think to hand it over?”

Ellie shifted uncomfortably, wishing she could explain, but there were no words for what had been keeping her from doing the right thing. “I wanted to… I just… I don’t know.”

Angela rolled her eyes, clearly unimpressed with Ellie’s hesitation. “Well, I’m not going to get it. Go fetch it.”

Ellie hesitated, the command hanging heavy between them. She wanted to resist, wanted to delay this just a little longer. But she knew there was no escaping it now.

“Fine,” Ellie sighed. “I’ll get it.”

But before she did, there was one thing left to do. She needed to watch the reel—one more time.

Back at her mum’s house, Ellie sat in front of the screen, the flickering images casting long shadows across the room. As the reel whirred to life, she found herself leaning in, searching for something she had missed the first time. And there it was—a log from Dr Evelyn Marsh, cold and clinical, summarising the results of her experiments.

“Ghosts are nothing more than the subconscious,” Marsh’s voice echoed through the room. “They exist to remind us of what life really is.”

Ellie switched off the reel, her frustration bubbling over. She was tired—tired of the philosophical musings about life and death, tired of questions with no answers. She used to care about the present, about living, but now it felt like all she could do was exist in the past, surrounded by ghosts—both real and imagined.

She ran her fingers through her hair, trying to shake off the feeling of being trapped in a loop of half-truths and mysteries that seemed to have no end.

Ellie turned around, her thoughts still tangled in the words of Dr Marsh, when she found her mother, Carolyn, standing at the doorway, her expression unreadable.

“I’m glad you turned it off,” Carolyn said quietly, stepping into the room. She moved to the projector, tearing the tape from the machine with a quick, practiced motion. “I can’t believe you’re up here. Why do you do this to yourself?”

Ellie almost laughed. Carolyn’s attempt at concern felt as rehearsed as one of her old soap opera scenes. Still, there was something about it that caught Ellie off guard—a small flicker of sincerity under all the awkwardness.

“Hot chocolate?” Carolyn asked, her voice overly cheerful, like she was offering a solution to the world’s problems. “I can get Penny to make you one.”

Ellie smiled weakly, shaking her head. “No, thanks.”

Carolyn lingered, clearly unsure what to do next. She rubbed her hands together, as if trying to figure out how to connect with Ellie in this unfamiliar setting. “This isn’t something I can really help with, is it?” she asked, her voice softer now, less polished.

“No,” Ellie replied, the single word heavy between them. She could see the hurt flash across her mother’s face, and for a moment, Ellie wished she could take it back—bridge the gap between them somehow. But she was too tired to try.

“It’s times like this that you need a mother,” Carolyn said with a small, awkward laugh. “Sorry, love.”

“Don’t worry,” Ellie said softly, feeling a pang of guilt. She knew Carolyn was trying, in her own way, but the distance between them felt wider than ever.

Before Ellie could say anything more, Carolyn’s voice dropped to a whisper, laced with curiosity and a touch of unease. “Why is Angela on my doorstep?”

Ellie sighed, feeling the weight of responsibility settle back on her shoulders. “Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll get rid of her if you give me the tape.”

Without a word, Carolyn handed over the reel. Her usual glitzy, confident demeanor was nowhere to be found, leaving only the shell of someone trying to play a part she didn’t know how to play anymore.

Ellie turned to head downstairs, but she glanced back as Carolyn wandered toward the living room. The soft murmur of filming echoed down the hall as Carolyn and Aunt Penny worked on their reality show confessionals. The contrast between the bright, superficial world they inhabited and the dark, tangled mess Ellie found herself in felt almost absurd.

Ellie shook her head, the glitzy glamour of the filming a distant reality from the secrets and mysteries that seemed to coil tighter around her with every step.

Angela was waiting outside, her impatience clear in the way she stood, arms crossed, eyes sharp.

“Where’s the reel?” she demanded, her voice cutting through the evening quiet.

Ellie glanced at the reel in her hand and then back at Angela, a spark of defiance rising. “What do I get for it?”

Angela’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll arrest you and take it as evidence. How’s that?”

Ellie hesitated, her fingers gripping the reel tighter. A part of her wanted to push back, but she knew Angela wasn’t bluffing. With a sigh, she handed it over.

Angela snatched the reel, stuffing it into her bag. “You’ve no idea what you’re involved in, Ellie. Stay out of it.”

“I didn’t know it was evidence,” Ellie protested, feeling a flicker of guilt. “The police already went through the box. Charles even confirmed they didn’t care.”

Angela’s face softened for just a moment, acknowledging the truth. “That may be, but you’re getting too deep into this. Trust me, it’s not worth it.”

Before Ellie could respond, Angela reached into her pocket and pulled out a set of old, grainy photos. “These came from Tim’s camera. You were right. The solution found on his body was used to develop these.”

Ellie stared at the pictures—distorted, unfinished, like pieces of something darker. “They look like the ones in the history book,” she murmured. “Half-complete. Maybe they were part of some forgery process.”

Angela was quick to tuck the photos away again. “It doesn’t matter. It’s not relevant to the case.” Her tone was sharp again, shutting down the conversation. “I mean it, Ellie. Stay out of this.”

She paused, her voice softening slightly as she turned to go. “And get some rest. You look like your father when you’re this tired.”

Ellie barely had time to process what had just happened when she noticed Oliver and Joey crossing the green in her direction.

“Was Mum well-behaved?” Oliver asked.

“Is she ever?”

Oliver chuckled. “It’s getting to you too, I see. My mother has been a nightmare with this case.”

“I just wanted to make sure that old rumour wasn’t true,” Ellie said, almost pleading, “and now… now I just want to know what really happened to Tim.”

“Not the ghost of some pirate, then?” Joey grinned, trying to lighten the mood.

She shook her head. “If only.”

Joey added, “I heard someone tied Tim’s shoes together as a prank. Maybe that’s what did him in.”

“At this point, it’d be easier to blame it on a ghost,” Ellie said dryly.

“No evidence?” Oliver asked.

“Too much,” she replied, her frustration clear. “I don’t know what the timeline is trying to tell me yet.”

Oliver gave her a sympathetic look. “Don’t overthink it. You look just like Dad when you’re tired.”

She let out a tired laugh. “He sighs a lot too, doesn’t he?”

“He does.”

Joey joined in, though his laugh was more awkward than amused. Oliver looked at her, his expression soft. “How about a drink? You could use a break.”

Ellie considered it, the idea tempting, but she shook her head. “Not today. I think I just need to clear my head.”

She turned toward Daniel’s house, hoping for some clarity, but when she knocked, it wasn’t Daniel who answered.

His nan.

“He’s not here,” she said brusquely, already halfway through closing the door.

“Do you know where he is?” Ellie asked.

“No.”

“When will he be back?”

“No!” The old woman’s voice rose with irritation. “I’m letting all my heat out.”

The door slammed shut, only to open a moment later. She thrust a sandwich into Ellie’s hand, crusts neatly removed, wrapped in plastic. “Give him this if you see him. He forgot his lunch.”

Ellie stared at the sandwich, shaking her head as she pocketed it. She turned back toward the street, her energy drained. Spotting Oliver and Joey still lingering by the pub, she hurried over.

“Is it too late?” she asked, her voice lighter now.

Oliver grinned, ringing the bell behind the bar. “Drinks are on me,” he called out. “And make them doubles.”

Joey fumbled with the jukebox, tossing in coins as Oliver added, “Time to turn those frowns upside down!”

Ellie smiled despite herself, pulling up a chair at the bar. Maggie was already sitting there, watching her with a knowing look.

“To giving up?” Maggie toasted, raising her glass before gesturing to the empty stool beside her. “Or to history? Because when has the ‘truth’ ever really mattered anyway?”


Chapter Twenty-One


Two drinks in, Ellie gave up first, the conversation grating on her nerves. Maggie’s cynicism had worn thin, her usual sharp remarks hitting too close to home. She’d tried to smile through it, even laugh along, but every word her gran spoke made her want to leave faster. It wasn’t much better than listening to people drone on about ghosts.

As she pushed open the pub door and stepped outside, the cool night air hit her face. She breathed in deeply, trying to shake off the heavy feeling in her chest. She kept her pace steady, though the alcohol buzzed faintly in her legs. *Don’t stagger,* she reminded herself, *like Gran tries not to limp.*

Ellie smiled to herself. It was a ridiculous comparison, but something about it stuck. She wasn’t like her gran—she didn’t carry the same weight of years and guilt—but she was letting things simmer inside, just like Maggie. She still hadn’t shaken the guilt over how she’d left things with Meredith. But didn’t they have bigger fish to fry?

Thinking of fish, her stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten all day, and now that she was out of the pub, away from the clink of glasses and Maggie’s sharp words, the hunger hit her hard. She pulled out the sandwich Daniel’s nan had given her. Slightly squashed from sitting on it, but still edible. She unwrapped the tight plastic and pulled out the ham and cheese—her favourite.

Ellie took a bite, the familiar taste grounding her for a moment. She pocketed the other half, her mind wandering. As she walked, she noticed lights flickering through the fog in the distance—the school. Of course. If anyone was working late, it’d be Daniel.

A flicker of warmth spread through her, though she pushed it aside quickly.

The school loomed ahead, lights glowing faintly through the mist. Ellie wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, finishing the last bite of her sandwich. Her steps slowed as she approached the building, a strange unease settling in her chest. She couldn’t put her finger on it—something about the way the fog curled around the lights, the stillness in the air.

As she crossed the school grounds, she noticed smoke drifting from near the assembly hall. Her heart quickened, her thoughts blurred—the day’s events, Maggie’s remarks, the mess with Meredith. But none of it prepared her for what she saw next.

Through the haze, a figure appeared. Tall, familiar. Standing there, as if waiting for her.

Luke.

Ellie froze, her breath catching in her throat. He was there. Right there. Staring at her, smiling through the fog. It couldn’t be real—it wasn’t real—but every part of her screamed that it was. A ghost. Right in front of her. Clear as day.

She wanted to scream, demand an explanation, but no words came. Instead, her feet moved on instinct, carrying her away from him, faster and faster until she was running, the smoke closing in around her.

*Another ghost. Another trick. Another cruel trick.*

She didn’t know where she was going, just that she needed to get away. Her pulse raced as she darted through the hallways, the eerie quiet of the school making the panic worse. She stumbled into a classroom—the Year Three room—slamming into the cupboard door.

The loud thumping of music reverberated through the walls, filling her head, making it impossible to think. Ellie clamped her hands over her ears, sinking to the floor, her body trembling.

“I don’t want to play this game anymore,” she whispered, her voice shaky, barely audible over the music. “I don’t want to play this game anymore.”

The words became a chant, her hands pressing harder against her ears as the sound of her own voice tried to drown out the chaos. She squeezed her eyes shut, repeating it over and over, hoping it would all just stop.

Then, a creak of the door. Light flooded in, warm and jarring against the darkness of the classroom. Ellie blinked, her breath ragged.

Daniel.

He stood there, looking down at her, concern etched into every line of his face. Without a word, he reached out and pulled her up gently, as if rescuing her from something far worse than the smoky halls of the school. His hands were firm, steadying her as she clung to him, still shaken.

“I saw him,” Ellie whispered, her voice barely steady. “I saw Luke.”

Daniel’s brow furrowed, but before he could say anything, Ellie pulled away, her eyes darting towards the hall. The smoke was clearing, and the ghost of Luke was nowhere to be seen. Instead, a student was carrying a cardboard cut-out—life-size, just like Luke.

Ellie’s heart dropped as realisation set in. It wasn’t a ghost. It was for the assembly.

“Seeing Luke like that—it makes it real for the kids,” Daniel explained softly. “Someone must have left it out.”

The pieces clicked into place, but the crushing weight of it all remained. *I missed it,* she thought. *The assembly, the whole thing...*

As Ellie’s mind reeled from the shock, she noticed children in colourful costumes streaming into the hallway, their excited chatter filling the air. She blinked, trying to process the sudden shift.

“It’s Halloween already?” Ellie asked, her voice tinged with bewilderment.

Daniel shook his head, a gentle smile playing on his lips. “No, but we had to move half-term because of building work. This was the only day we could manage it.”

Ellie watched as the children bustled past, their costumes a mix of traditional and modern. A girl dressed as a TikTok star brushed by, followed by a boy in a Fortnite character outfit. Another child wore an *Among Us* crewmate costume, while others sported outfits inspired by the latest Marvel superheroes and Disney characters.

“Stay,” Daniel said softly, his smile warm and inviting. The noise of the excited children swirled around them, a stark contrast to the eerie silence from moments before.

Ellie hesitated, considering his offer. The idea of staying, of being surrounded by the vibrant energy of the children, was oddly appealing after the fright she’d just experienced.

“One glass of punch?” Daniel suggested, his eyes hopeful.

“One,” Ellie agreed, a small smile tugging at her lips. “As long as it’s not spiked.”

Daniel chuckled, raising an eyebrow. “They’re under eleven, Ellie.”

“Right,” she said, feeling a bit foolish. “Was a joke,” she added quickly.

“Oh.” Daniel’s face softened with understanding. “Right, yes. Funny, actually. Absurd.”

Ellie accepted a glass of punch from him, the sweet aroma offering a brief escape. “Monty Python always on at Gran’s growing up. Blame her,” she muttered, taking a sip. “One glass, and I’m not dancing.”

The strange taste of the punch lingered, its sourness still sitting on her tongue. Daniel settled into the chair next to her at the edge of the disco while the kids bounced around in the middle.

“You know,” Daniel said after a while, quieter now, “this reminds me of that Valentine’s disco we had as kids.”

Ellie glanced at him, surprised. “Valentine’s? Not Halloween?”

He chuckled, his laugh warm in the cool night air. “Yeah. You probably don’t remember, but Gemma asked me out and dumped me at the same disco, all in an hour. Everyone tried cheering me up with the usual—‘you’re better off,’ ‘who cares about her’—but you…”

Ellie raised an eyebrow. “What did I do?”

“You were the only one who said it was wrong of her and that you’d be upset too. It made me feel better right away.”

Ellie’s lips curved into a small smile. “I don’t think I was that eloquent. I probably just mumbled something.”

Daniel shook his head. “No, you meant it. That’s what counted.”

She let his words hang between them, sinking in. She vaguely remembered that night—the awkwardness of being at a disco so young, the red paper hearts everywhere. But what really stuck with her was how much Daniel had changed over the years. Thoughtful, steady, but quieter now, like he held something back.

Ellie caught his eye. “Pretty sure I also made a joke about Gemma’s eyepatch. Really low of me.”

Daniel laughed softly, shaking his head. “You were seven. You’re allowed.” He jumped up, grabbing her hand. “Come on. One song.”

She resisted. “I’m not much of a dancer.”

“Me neither,” Daniel said, striking a goofy Saturday Night Fever pose—Halloween edition. “But we had a woman come in to give an assembly about the power of dance. Got the kids dancing in the halls ever since. Moving your body can change how you feel, apparently.”

“So can two double gin and lemonades,” she muttered, more to herself. She wasn’t in the mood to dance, not with everything weighing on her. But there was something in Daniel’s voice, something steady, that made her pause.

“One song?” he asked, light but hopeful. “Come on, Ellie. The truth’s waited thirty years. It can wait five more minutes.”

Reluctantly, she placed her hand in his, a small, rueful smile tugging at her lips. “Just one.”

The music blared louder as they swayed awkwardly, the kids around them making exaggerated kissy faces and giggling. Ellie couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculousness—the silly music, the kids’ antics. For a moment, she let herself lean into it.

Daniel leaned in, voice low enough only she could hear. “We’d never have dared do this when we were their age.”

“I’m barely daring now.”

He chuckled, pulling her closer as they swayed, the noise fading into the background. “Spend enough time around them, you realise inhibitions are for grown-ups.”

Ellie felt her shoulders ease, her body relaxing into the rhythm. She hadn’t realised how much she needed this—just one moment of simplicity, of not thinking about the mess waiting for her outside.

When the song ended, the kids burst into applause, still making lovey-dovey noises. Ellie pulled away, smiling despite herself. “That was ridiculous.”

“But it worked, didn’t it?” Daniel grinned.

Ellie nodded, though she wasn’t ready to admit it out loud.

They found a quiet corner as the kids danced to the next song. Daniel handed her another cup of punch—the same neon green she’d noticed earlier. “They’re obsessed with this stuff,” he said, shaking his head. “Calling it ‘brat green.’ Don’t ask why.”

Ellie took a sip, the sour-sweet taste hitting her tongue with strange intensity. She wrinkled her nose. “Tastes exactly like what a brat would taste like.”

Daniel laughed, and for a moment, the world outside seemed far away.

They sat in comfortable silence, watching the kids swirl in their costumes, lost in their own world. Ellie leaned back, the tension melting away, though her mind still circled back to the puzzle she was trying to solve.

After a while, she asked quietly, “How did you end up living with your nan?”

Daniel’s face dimmed slightly. “Divorce,” he said simply, the word hanging between them.

Ellie blinked. “Oh. I didn’t know.”

“Yeah. It was mutual, in the end. Five good years, but... we grew in different directions. She got into yoga and mindfulness, which was great for her, but we stopped talking about the little things. The stuff that keeps you close.”

Ellie nodded, sensing the quiet melancholy behind his words.

“I tried to be supportive, but we weren’t on the same page anymore. She found herself in that world, and I... I got a little lost in it.” He shrugged, a wistful smile tugging at his lips. “One day, we realised we were better apart than trying to pull each other back.”

Ellie felt a pang of empathy, thinking how easy it was for people to drift without noticing.

“You can wake up one day, and everything’s different,” she murmured.

“Yeah,” Daniel agreed softly. “Sometimes, you don’t see it happening until it’s done.”

The moment stretched between them, not uncomfortable but heavy with something unspoken. Ellie felt strangely close to him, as if they were sharing something neither could quite articulate.

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the kids huddled over their phones, taking pictures, adding filters. She stared at them, thoughts shifting as something clicked into place.

“That’s it,” she whispered, sitting up straighter.

Ellie’s mind buzzed with the revelation about the ghost photos, but before she could tell Daniel, the music surged louder, and more kids poured into the hall, squealing and dancing.

“I think I’ve figured it out!” Ellie tried to shout over the noise.

“What?” he called back, his voice barely cutting through.

She tried again, but her words were lost in the laughter and shrieks. Frustration welled up. Just as she was about to abandon her efforts, a cloud of fog drifted through the hall.

Daniel gently grabbed her hand, pulling her toward the back. “Come on,” he said, guiding her through the haze. “Let’s find some quiet.”

He led her to a small sports equipment cupboard off the side of the gym, the door creaking as they slipped inside. The noise dulled behind them, leaving only the faint thump of bass. Ellie leaned against the wall, catching her breath in the dim light.

“Better?” Daniel asked, his voice soft, steady in the cramped space.

Ellie nodded, her pulse racing—not just from the rush of realisation but from the closeness between them. The cupboard felt smaller than it was, and Daniel stood closer than he had to. For a moment, neither of them spoke, the quiet charged with something unsaid. Her heart pounded, unsure if it was from adrenaline or something else entirely.

“So, what were you trying to say?” Daniel asked, voice low, almost a whisper.

Ellie blinked, refocusing. “The photos... those kids with the filters—they reminded me of the ghost photos.”

Daniel frowned, leaning in just a little. “What do you mean?”

“They faked the photos,” Ellie explained, more certain now that she had his full attention. “That was always obvious, but how? How does anyone fake a ghost picture back then? The answer’s in the old methods—phantasmagoria.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “That’s a Scrabble winner. So they used Victorian parlour tricks?”

“Exactly. Whoever faked the photos used a projector and old cameras. I’ve seen it done on film sets—projecting an image onto glass to make something look like a hologram, then photographing it with an old camera, and a modern one. Layering the images. Like how the kids use filters to hide their tinkering.”

“To cover their tracks,” Daniel agreed. “But why go to those lengths back then? And why does it matter⁠—”

Before Ellie could respond, the door creaked open. A teacher stood in the doorway, raising an eyebrow. Behind her, a group of kids giggled.

Ellie flushed, pulling away from Daniel, heat rising in her cheeks. “I, uh... should go.”

Daniel didn’t stop her, but he followed her out, his expression unreadable. There was something in his eyes that made Ellie pause.

Before she left, she pulled out the other half of her sandwich from her pocket, offering it to him with a small smile. “Here. Your nan wanted me to give you this.”

He took it, his fingers brushing hers. “Thanks.”

Ellie nodded, feeling the weight of something unspoken between them. She wanted to stay—but there was too much pulling her away. “I’ll... see you later.”

“Just, be safe?” he called after her. “Where are you going?”

“To a vigil,” she replied, rushing out the gates with a quick wave. She glanced at Luke’s memorial

“To a vigil,” she replied, rushing out of the gates with a quick wave over her head. She glanced at Luke’s memorial bench, the weight of missing the assembly tugging at her. She’d deal with that regret later. Right now, she knew how the images were faked, and there was only one person she needed to find—Meadowfield’s biggest believer.


Chapter Twenty-Two


When Ellie arrived at George’s room, the scene was as unsettling as she had imagined. Meredith was there, hunched over George’s bedside, muttering quietly to herself. The nurses hovered nearby, gently trying to convince her to step away, to let them tend to George, but Meredith ignored them, utterly focused. Lost in her own world, she seemed convinced that if she just tried hard enough, she could bring George back from wherever she believed he’d gone.

Ellie lingered in the doorway, watching. There was a desperation in Meredith’s posture, a belief so fierce it bordered on delusion. Taking a deep breath, Ellie stepped forward, waving the nurses away. She wasn’t here to debate the existence of ghosts or the afterlife. She had another purpose.

“Meredith,” Ellie said softly, approaching her. Meredith didn’t turn, but Ellie could tell she’d heard. “Have you heard of the words on the wall?”

For a long time, Meredith remained silent, her eyes fixed on George, her hand resting lightly on his arm. Then, finally, she spoke, her voice so low that Ellie had to lean in to catch it.

“John Pritchard killed him.”

Ellie stifled a sigh of frustration. “Not the ghost stories again, Meredith. John Pritchard died hundreds of years ago. He has nothing to do with this.”

But Meredith was resolute, her belief in the supernatural too deep, too ingrained. Ellie could see now how Meredith had been consumed by grief, by the loss of her brother, by her obsession with something that wasn’t real.

Ellie shifted the conversation, trying to anchor Meredith in the present. “Your brother,” she said gently. “This all started with him, didn’t it? After he died, you felt… abandoned.”

Meredith’s hand twitched ever so slightly, and Ellie knew she had touched on something raw.

“Our parents… they left me,” Meredith whispered. “After he died, I was alone. I’ve always been alone.”

Ellie nodded, keeping her voice calm and steady. “Is that why you bonded with Cassie? Because she went through something similar?”

Meredith turned to her then, her eyes glassy, distant. “Cassie and I… we understood each other. Her parents gave her up, just like mine did. We were both left behind.”

Understanding dawned. Cassie’s anger, her need to lash out—it wasn’t just bitterness. It was rooted in something deeper. She’d been abandoned too, just like Meredith, just like so many others in the village.

Ellie let the silence hang, letting Meredith’s words settle. The connection between Meredith and Cassie now made sense—their shared pain, their mutual sense of abandonment. But there were still pieces missing, still more Ellie needed to uncover.

“Meredith,” Ellie said, her voice firm but not unkind, “you know what I’m really here for. Tim Baker. I need to know what happened.”

Meredith’s gaze drifted away from Ellie, back to George, but her mind was elsewhere. She was sifting through memories, revisiting old ghosts.

“Tim,” Meredith murmured. “He was different. He had ethics. He wouldn’t let them fake the hauntings.”

Ellie’s heart raced. She leaned in closer. “Who faked them?”

Meredith’s hand trembled slightly on George’s arm. “Harold. He didn’t care about the truth. He wanted results, something to show the world. Cold spots, lights—tricks. But Tim wouldn’t go along with it. He refused.”

Ellie’s pulse quickened. She had suspected Harold’s involvement, but hearing it from Meredith made it real. “And Tilly?” she asked, leaning in. “What about her?”

A bitter smile flickered across Meredith’s lips. “Tilly doesn’t believe in any of it. Never did. She told me once, years ago, that it was all a trick. Her family—none of them were ever real mediums. It was a show, passed down through generations.”

Ellie felt her stomach turn. Tilly, the village’s so-called spiritual medium, had never believed in the afterlife. It was all smoke and mirrors—a performance to keep the legend alive. Meredith’s words were unraveling everything Ellie thought she knew about the village, about the hauntings, about Tim Baker’s death.

“Why didn’t Tim go along with it?” Ellie asked, her voice quieter now, unsure if she really wanted to know.

“Because he was the only one with integrity,” Meredith whispered, barely audible. “He wanted real proof, not tricks. That’s why Harold hated him. Tim was in the way.”

Ellie’s mind spun. All the deaths, all the strange occurrences—they all led back to Harold and Tilly. The infamous hauntings had been staged at their pub, and both deaths—Tim’s and now George’s—had occurred during events at *The Drowsy Duck*, when Harold and Tilly were present.

As Ellie stood to leave, Meredith’s voice stopped her.

“He’s with you, you know,” Meredith said softly, her gaze still fixed on George. “Not too close, but he checks in.”

Ellie didn’t ask who “he” was. She knew better than to get pulled into Meredith’s ghost stories. It was just village talk, the kind of thing whispered in dark corners but never amounting to anything real. Instead, she turned and walked away, her mind sharp with the revelations Meredith had laid bare, not the shadows of the past.
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The gentle hum of the bus engine vibrated beneath her as the village blurred past. Her thoughts raced, tumbling over each other as names, faces, and moments all connected back to Harold and Tilly. The threads were tightening into a pattern Ellie could no longer ignore.

Leaning her head against the window, she let her thoughts drift. Without meaning to, her mind wandered back to Luke. She could almost picture him sitting beside her, just like they had as kids, riding the same bus. His laughter, that easygoing smile—it was a memory that both warmed her and cut deep.

One memory surfaced. A rainy afternoon. Luke had a broken foot. They’d barely snagged seats on a packed bus when an elderly woman climbed aboard. Without hesitation, Luke had stood, grimacing as he shifted his weight onto his good foot, offering her his seat. The woman waved him off, grumbling that she didn’t need it, but Luke insisted, grinning through the pain.

“I’m alright,” he’d said, though Ellie knew he wasn’t. His leg had been throbbing, but that was Luke—always thinking of others first, even when they didn’t notice. Even when they didn’t care.

Ellie smiled faintly at the memory, though the ache in her chest lingered. Would they still be friends now, if things had gone differently? She liked to think so. Maybe they’d still be side by side, talking about life, dissecting the mysteries around them. But Luke was gone, and all she could do now was carry him with her in quiet, private ways the world would never see.

The bus jerked to a stop, snapping Ellie from her thoughts. She straightened, a sense of resolve settling in. She had work to do. Too many pieces were still missing, too many lies tangled in Meadowfield’s past.

Reaching into her bag, she pulled out her phone, notepad, and a pen—a battered Meadowfield pen, worn smooth from years of use, familiar in her hand. She hated the idea of losing it amidst the smoke of someone else’s lies.

Her fingers tapped lightly on the notepad as she opened her phone, scrolling through the notes she’d gathered on the pub’s history. If she was going to confront Harold and Tilly, she needed more than instinct. Before she could put out the fire, she needed to fan the flames.


Chapter Twenty-Three


The pub was quieter than usual, its typical hum of chatter muted by the lateness of the hour. Harold was nowhere to be seen, and the young barmaid manning the pumps seemed far more interested in whatever video was playing on her phone, laughter occasionally bubbling up from her lips. Ellie slipped through the side door of the bar, her heart thudding in her chest. She wasn’t entirely sure what she was walking into, but she knew she had to see it through.

Tilly stood by the window, her posture rigid, eyes cold when they met Ellie’s.

“What are you doing back here?” Tilly snapped, her voice sharp, as though she’d been expecting this moment. “You’ve no business here. Leave at once.”

Ellie stood her ground, her face impassive. “I came to talk,” she said, her tone calm but purposeful. “I want to contact the other side.”

Suspicion flickered across Tilly’s face, but something in Ellie’s request seemed to soften her. A small, cold smirk tugged at Tilly’s lips. “I don’t do that anymore,” she muttered. But Ellie noticed the shift. Reluctance morphed into curiosity.

“Private readings, sometimes,” Tilly added after a pause, testing Ellie’s resolve. “In the parlour. Come.”

Ellie followed her, her eyes scanning the dim room. The air smelled musty, old, as though the village’s secrets clung to the very walls. Tilly gestured to a seat by a small table lit by a single, flickering candle. Ellie hesitated for a moment, eyes darting around, but eventually sat. She wondered how many others had sat here, lured in by the theatrics of smoke and mirrors.

Tilly began her preparations in silence, lighting small candles and placing dried herbs in a shallow dish. She muttered something under her breath, then blew on the herbs, filling the air with a sharp, earthy scent that made Ellie’s eyes water.

It all felt staged, like a scene from a film. Ellie half-expected someone to yell, “Action!”

The room fell quiet, save for the soft sound of the wind whistling through the window frame’s cracks. Ellie’s body tensed, reminding herself she wasn’t here for superstition. She was here to find out if Tilly and Harold were murderers.

“Tell me about the ancient graveyard,” Ellie began, her voice low, matching the mysterious atmosphere. “Your son told me there used to be one here.”

“Still is,” Tilly replied, her dark eyes, ancient and knowing, glinting in the candlelight, as if peering into the distant past. “The old graveyard,” she began, her voice hushed, reverent. “It’s been here longer than any of us can remember. Saxon times, they say. There was a warrior, Aelfric, buried with his sword. On moonless nights, they say you can hear the clash of steel. And there was a medieval lady, married off to a cruel lord; she died young. Some say she still wanders the pub grounds, searching for the love she never had in life.” The candle flickered, casting eerie shadows on the walls. Ellie found herself leaning closer, drawn in despite herself.

“And in Tudor times, a priest—Father Thomas. Caught between the old faith and the new. He paid the price. They say his restless spirit still performs last rites for the forgotten dead.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “So many were buried here without proper rites. Forgotten by time, but not by the earth. When John Pritchard came to build his pub, he disturbed their rest.” Tilly’s dark eyes met Ellie’s, intense. “No wonder they made sure he met his end.”

A shiver ran through Ellie. The stories felt real, grounded in the kind of history a village like Meadowfield would carry. She reminded herself why she was really here, but the wind picked up outside, a low whistle winding through the room, making the flames tremble. Ellie forced herself not to react, though her senses sharpened. The air felt heavier. Something was about to happen.

Tilly’s eyes rolled back mid-sentence, her head jerking sharply. The candles sputtered. For a moment, the air changed, turning cold, as if something unseen had slipped into the room.

“Someone’s coming through,” Tilly wheezed, her voice strange, distant.

Ellie stared, pulse quickening, though her face remained unreadable. Shadows danced on the walls as the candlelight flickered. It wasn’t just the wind; something else was in the room.

“A man... no, a boy,” Tilly rasped, her voice low and rough. “Gone too soon. He’s reaching out... reaching for you.”

Ellie sat frozen, her mind racing. She knew it was an act, but Tilly was good—too good. The way she spoke, the way the room seemed to respond to her words—it was unsettling. Ellie gripped the arms of her chair, determined to stay grounded, but doubt crept in at the edges.

Tilly’s voice dropped lower. “Luke... his crash... the accident. He’s reaching out, Ellie. He still remembers. You wonder if it could have been different, don’t you? The guilt you carry… it’s heavy, isn’t it?”

The mention of Luke’s name made Ellie’s throat tighten. She didn’t want to believe it, didn’t want to be pulled into Tilly’s game. But the details—the way Tilly described Luke’s easy smile, his boyish charm, his sandy blonde hair—were too specific, too personal. Ellie’s resolve wavered.

“You wonder,” Tilly continued, her eyes still rolled back, “if you could have stopped it. If you hadn’t called off the wedding, would he still be here?”

Ellie’s chest ached. The words stung, sharp as the wind cutting through the room. For a fleeting moment, Ellie believed it. The candles flickered again, and Tilly’s voice grew louder, more intense. The walls seemed to close in around her.

But then Ellie’s rational mind kicked in.

“Cut the act,” she snapped, her voice slicing through the charged air like a whip. Tilly’s eyes snapped open, her body going still. A flicker of a smirk played at her lips.

Ellie stood abruptly, pacing the room, pointing out each trick. “The wind? A vent. The candles? Placed to flicker on cue. And your performance, Tilly... You’re good, I’ll give you that.”

Tilly didn’t flinch, didn’t even try to defend herself. The facade was over. The curtain had dropped.

“Did you turn a hundred and lose your integrity?” Ellie asked, her voice sharp and sarcastic.

Tilly’s smirk widened into a grin. “Eighty, actually,” she replied with a shrug. “I never claimed to be anything more than a performer. The pub needed some theatrics to survive, and we gave the people what they wanted.”

“And the deaths?” Ellie’s voice turned cold. “You and Harold have been at the centre of all of it.”

Tilly’s eyes narrowed. “We’re not murderers. Maybe we rattled a few windows, played with cold spots, but we never pushed anyone.”

“And how do I trust someone like you?”

“You don’t. But Harold has an alibi. He was out back smoking when George fell. Believe me or don’t—it’s no skin off my nose.”

Ellie felt a spark of frustration, but something else too—a reluctant respect. Tilly’s honesty, though slippery, was undeniable.

“I’ll tell you something for free,” Tilly said, her tone cryptic once more, a glint in her eye. “I know who the man in black was.”

Ellie stiffened. “The one I chased from the museum?”

“I don’t know about that, but the man you chased—big ears, big eyes—like a cartoon dog.”

The description hit Ellie like a punch, and she bit into her bottom lip, drawing a drop of blood. “I need proof. How do you know that?”

“A feeling.”

“And the spirits are telling me that answer won’t work anymore. You can’t just accuse someone without facts. Speaking of, I looked into your son’s ‘ancient graveyard’ claims. The Drowsy Duck, originally called The Wiltshire Arms, was built in 1857 on the former site of a tannery.”

“You’re quite the historian.”

“I’m not finished,” Ellie continued, taking a steady breath. “The street in front of the pub, the one that runs past the pond and down to South Street?” Tilly nodded, narrowing her eyes, her smile growing more curious by the word. “It’s been there since Roman times. During the Saxon period, it was farmland. In medieval times, it was part of the village common. By the Tudor era, it housed a market square. The tannery operated until 1857 when it was demolished to build this pub. No graveyards, Tilly. No lost souls.”

Tilly’s expression remained unreadable as she listened, her eyes narrowing. Then, suddenly, she leaned forward, her gnarled fingers gripping Ellie’s wrist. “So full of fire, so full of life, of energy,” she hissed, her gaze darting across the crystal ball. “You remind me so much of me when I was you.” The wording was cryptic, but Ellie could see the conviction in Tilly’s eyes.

“How old are you, child?”

“Thirty.”

Tilly grumbled deep in her throat, a rattling sound. “Hmm. I still cared about right and wrong at that age.” Her heavy brows dropped over her eyes as she let go of Ellie and slumped back into the chair, as though she’d lost the last of her ‘energies.’ “I think I lost her somewhere in the story. Outlive me, Ellie Swan, and do a better job than I did. I dare you.”

Ellie felt a strange shiver at the words. They seemed more like a challenge than a threat. Tilly’s gaze remained locked on her, intense, as though, for the first time, she truly *was* reading Ellie.

Those dark eyes, eyes that had seen a century’s worth of life, bored into her. They had witnessed so much, yet still flickered with surprise, wonder, and even softened at the corners when her lips perked up. Under her shawl, Tilly looked small, but the fire in her still raged. Any other time, Ellie would have been tempted to ask about everything Tilly had seen over the years. *Another time, maybe.*

For now, Ellie knew Tilly wasn’t behind the murders, and she believed the alibi she’d provided for her son. Tilly’s eyes flicked towards the window, drawing Ellie’s attention. Leaning over a worn armchair with an embroidery project—a sweet duck, plucked from a Victorian storybook—Ellie peered outside. The alley between the pub and the largest house on the green came into view. The same place where Ellie thought she’d seen the figure in black.

“When that dreadful actress called you away,” Tilly said, her voice laced with disdain, “the cheeky sod thought he’d gotten away with whatever he’d done. He pulled down his hood and looked up. His eyes—so expressive, projecting his terror at me like two beaming headlights.”

Ellie stared at the shadowed corner, the scene playing out in her mind as though the moment still haunted that alleyway.

“Do you know of whom I speak?”

“I hope you’re wrong.”

In the calmest, most measured voice Ellie had heard from her, Tilly replied, “I’m not.”

Ellie tore away from the window, the fire for the truth burning hotter than ever, consuming every cell in her body. She pushed through the pub door, slamming it into the world outside. A few lads called after her, making jokes about “She-Hulk.” Luke used to say she had a Hulk in her, a side few people ever saw because it rarely came out. *He liked comics.*

Joey reminded Ellie of Luke, which was why she’d liked him, why she’d trusted him. Now, as she approached Meadowfield Books, the thought gnawed at her—how could she and everyone else have been so blind to the big-eyed liar?


Chapter Twenty-Four


Ellie stepped out of the pub, blinking against the sharp evening air. As soon as her feet hit the pavement, she spotted Oliver across the street, somehow wrangled into walking Duchess the Third. The dog looked as bemused as Ellie felt.

“There’s another emergency,” Oliver whispered, glancing nervously back toward the pub. “Penny’s trying to figure out how to edit everything. She’s gone from producer to director to camerawoman. Now she’s the editor.”

Ellie raised an eyebrow. “And what does Penny get out of all this? Being Caroline’s pet?”

Oliver snorted. “I’ve wondered the same thing, but I think she enjoys it. Wouldn’t have it any other way. Still... who knows?”

“Exactly,” Ellie muttered, her mind already elsewhere.

“Can you take the dog?” Oliver asked, his tone almost pleading. “I need to get back in there before they rope me into something worse.”

Ellie shook her head. “Sorry, I can’t. I’m trying to find Joey.”

“Oh,” Oliver looked surprised. “Me too.”

Ellie’s brow furrowed. “How’d your date go, by the way?” She waved a hand mid-sentence. “No, wait, I don’t have time. Tell me later.”

“It wasn’t a date,” Oliver said quickly.

Ellie smirked. “You’re starting to sound like me.”

She was already half-turned away, ready to leave, when Oliver called after her. “If you’re looking for Joey, he’s in the bookshop with your gran. Something about a puppet show?”

“A puppet show?” Ellie muttered, more confused than ever. She didn’t have time for questions. Without missing a beat, she took off toward the bookshop.

When Ellie pushed open the door to the bookshop, she was met with the sight of Maggie and Joey laughing together, grinning like children. They looked like they were having the time of their lives, standing in front of an old projector that had suddenly reappeared. A ghostly image flickered on the wall, a trick of light and shadow—something they’d clearly figured out how to create.

Joey looked completely carefree, without a hint of guilt, as if the weight of the world wasn’t sitting squarely on his shoulders.

“Gran,” Ellie’s voice cut through the air as she stepped into the room, her eyes locking onto Joey. “Get away from him.”

Maggie blinked, confusion settling into her features. “Ellie, what on earth⁠—”

“I mean it,” Ellie snapped, moving closer. “Gran, get away from him. It’s him. Joey. He broke into the museum.”

Maggie’s smile faltered, her eyes darting between Ellie and Joey, who had gone pale. The look in his eyes told Ellie everything she needed to know—he wasn’t denying it.

Maggie’s warmth drained from her face. She took a step back, her voice now firm. “Joey, explain yourself.”

Joey swallowed hard, his voice cracking as he stammered, “I—I can explain.”

Maggie’s tone shifted into that of the history teacher Ellie had always known. “I really hope you can. Ellie, lock the door.”

Ellie’s hand hesitated on the latch, Joey’s big brown eyes catching her off guard. He looked soft. He always had, like some cartoon character you couldn’t help but root for. She couldn’t stop thinking about how much he reminded her of Luke. The resemblance was messing with her head.

“It was you,” Ellie said, regaining her composure. “The other day in the museum. I was there with Charles. Someone kicked the door down and left this.” She reached into her pocket, pulling out the crumpled receipt. A battery and speakers. “This was for the device.”

Joey squinted at the receipt, confusion deepening the lines on his forehead. “What device?”

“Don’t play dumb, Joey,” Maggie said, folding her arms. “I know you scraped by with that C in history, but don’t start lying.”

“I’m not lying!” Joey’s voice cracked, reverting to the nervous boy Maggie had once taught. “I swear, I don’t know what this is.”

Ellie’s frustration flared. “It must’ve fallen out of your pocket.”

Joey shook his head. “It wasn’t my pocket. It was... the old woman’s.”

“What old woman?” Maggie asked, her tone sharp.

“Tilly? Harold?” Ellie pressed, trying to keep her focus, but Joey shook his head again.

“No, it wasn’t them. She scares me.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “She says she can see all the ghosts—every one that’s ever been here. That’s got to be millions.”

Maggie sighed. “No one would enjoy that. That’s too many ghosts.”

Ellie muttered, “If there’s a number, Sylvia would know it. She knows everything.”

Joey’s voice lowered even further, almost conspiratorial. “Sylvia scares me too, but for different reasons.”

Ellie wanted to laugh, but nothing about this situation made sense. Why was she starting to believe him about the receipt?

Joey’s voice trembled. “It wasn’t mine. It belonged to the person who paid me to break into the museum.”

Maggie’s expression hardened. “Joey, I thought we were past all this.”

“Past what?” Ellie demanded, her eyes flicking between them.

Joey sighed, rubbing his head. “I messed up a lot when I was younger. Mrs. Cookson tried to keep me straight, but I was always in trouble—shoplifting, skipping school, starting fights. But then I learned how to build things... that saved me.”

He groaned, pressing his fingers against his temples. “This is why the doctor said I shouldn’t be making big decisions or operating machinery. But the money was too good, and I thought... I thought it would help. I’m not blaming anyone. My head’s still messed up.”

Ellie put a hand on his shoulder, her voice softening. “Calm down, Joey. Was it Dr Evelyn Marsh who put you up to this?”

Maggie scoffed. “That’s ridiculous.”

But Joey nodded. “It was. I didn’t even take the money. I felt too bad about it. I thought the museum was empty. I’m sorry if I scared you. I thought I was done for when I saw you in the alley.”

“If I’d known it was you,” Ellie said, exasperated, “I would’ve ripped your head off.”

Joey smiled weakly. “It’s not too late. I probably deserve it.”

For a second, Ellie considered it, then shook her head with a sigh. “Joey, with a face like that—how could anyone slap you? You big idiot.”

Joey blushed, rubbing his nose awkwardly. Ellie’s anger faded, but something still didn’t sit right.

She glanced at the projector setup, her mind racing. “Did you and Gran figure out how the ghost pictures were faked? Layered images?”

Joey nodded, pointing to the projector. “It just turned up in a bin. Like someone stuffed it in there but didn’t know how to get rid of it.”

“That’s been happening a lot,” Ellie murmured, her stomach twisting. “The archival box, the film reel...”

Joey’s voice dropped to a whisper. “That’s what the doctor wanted me to steal—the film reel.”

Ellie’s stomach flipped. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

She turned to her grandmother. “Angela’s got the reel. The police might have already arrested Evelyn.”

Her gaze fell on the ghostly images flickering against the wall. The police hadn’t arrested Evelyn yet—Ellie was sure of it. If Dr Marsh had come back for another round of lies, Ellie was going to find out why.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Ellie walked briskly ahead, her eyes locked on the steep lane leading to George Fenton’s house—the old Fenton residence. Though the rain had held off, the air was thick with humidity, a storm brewing in the distance. Behind her, Maggie lagged, her breath laboured. Hearing the strain in her grandmother’s breathing, Ellie felt a pang of guilt and slowed her pace until Maggie caught up.

Before Maggie could voice any complaints, Ellie raised a hand. “I didn’t ask you to come.”

“And I’m not telling you not to go. I’m just asking you to think about this,” Maggie replied.

Ellie clenched her jaw, suppressing the frustration bubbling up. “I feel like that’s all I’ve been doing. The graffiti brought Dr Marsh back to Meadowfield,” she said softly. “And nothing has been the same since. Why did I find a receipt for the parts to make that ghost device in her coat pocket? Why did she hire Joey to steal the film reel showing her experimenting on Tim Baker? Who *is* this woman, and why now?”

Maggie remained silent for a moment, catching her breath. “Was the film really that bad?”

Ellie nodded gravely. “I think she’s more involved in this than we realise.”

Maggie sighed, her resistance fading. “You’re probably right. But please, can we walk slower? Let’s face this together.”

Ellie looped her arm through Maggie’s, matching her pace. “Of course.”

When they reached the Fenton house, they peered through the front window into the sitting room. Dr Evelyn Marsh was lounging on the sofa, her gaze fixed on the small TV in the corner, an old episode of *Columbo* blaring from the screen.

“And you think it’s acceptable to let yourselves in here?” Dr Marsh muttered without turning, her eyes flicking only momentarily toward the screen, as if Ellie’s presence were a mere interruption. “For the second time, I should add. Haven’t you taught Ellie any manners, Maggie?”

“Ellie has manners,” Maggie shot back. “But this isn’t the time to debate politeness.”

“Oh?” Dr Marsh arched an eyebrow. “And what *is* the time for?”

Ellie stepped forward, her voice steady. “It’s time to talk. Time for a confession.”

Dr Marsh sighed, her gaze slowly shifting to Ellie. “Confess to what, exactly?”

Ellie didn’t waver. “I know you paid Joey to steal the film reel from the museum—to hide your experiment on Tim.”

“Experiment *with* Tim,” she corrected, her voice calm and measured. “And yes, I hired Joey for that.”

Ellie blinked, surprised by the quick admission. She hadn’t expected it to be so easy.

“And I found the receipt for electronic parts in the coat you gave Joey,” Ellie continued, her voice sharper now. “Parts to build the device you buried near the war memorial. You were trying to scare people.”

Dr Marsh tilted her head slightly. “That ‘skinny thing’ needed a proper coat,” she said with detached amusement. “As for the device, yes, I built it. But you’re wrong about one thing—I wasn’t trying to scare people without good reason. I remade that device much more efficiently than I did in ‘94. Back then, there was science behind it, too. People here are just as susceptible as ever, and I wanted to listen. You can’t get feedback like that with a clipboard.”

Maggie’s voice turned bitter. “I thought you were content with your watercolours in your conservatory.”

Dr Marsh snapped her eyes toward Maggie. “I was. And I’ll be happy to return to them. But being back here stirred old curiosities I couldn’t ignore.”

Ellie’s fists clenched at her sides, her voice tight with barely contained anger. “So, you admit it. You were haunting people, scaring them to observe their reactions—using them as unwitting test subjects?”

Dr Marsh didn’t flinch. “I was also hoping to provoke a confession—from whoever was behind the other hauntings. I’ll only take responsibility for the small speaker by the memorial. It didn’t reveal anything I didn’t already know.”

“What’s that?” Maggie asked, her voice thick with disgust.

The doctor tapped her cane thoughtfully. “Most people don’t admit it, but the anticipation of fear is one of the most exhilarating experiences available to humans. Adrenaline coursing through your veins—there’s nothing like it.”

Ellie’s voice hardened, a memory flashing in her mind: the dark room, Tim strapped to a chair, and the soundless footage that haunted her still—Tim’s silent scream echoing in her thoughts. “Is that what you were doing to Tim? Trying to scare him?”

Dr Marsh stamped her cane on the floor. “I told you—I didn’t do anything Tim didn’t ask for. After the experiment failed with Meredith, it was *his* idea to try again.”

“Meredith?” Maggie echoed, shocked. “What did you do to her?”

Dr Marsh laughed, her cane tapping with each chuckle. Ellie wanted to kick it away, to startle the doctor just as she had frightened others. She composed herself, waiting for the laughter to subside. Maggie had turned her gaze toward the window, watching as soft rain began to fall.

“Forgive me,” Dr Marsh said, her tone lighter now. “It’s just, you speak as if I were torturing them.”

“Weren’t you?” Ellie asked coldly.

“No,” Dr Marsh replied, her voice flat and firm.

“Then what *were* you doing?”

“Meredith’s bidding,” Dr Marsh said, pushing herself up with a groan. “It was her idea, based on a theory she developed—that inducing extreme trauma or stress would thin the veil between life and death, making it easier to communicate with the other side.”

“The near miss with her brother,” Maggie whispered, still staring out at the rain. “I remember the day she made that connection. She went from believing her brother had saved her, to thinking she could summon him again by recreating that moment.” She hugged herself tightly, closing her eyes. “She saw a bright light that day. Is that why she ended up in a coma? Was she trying to force that moment again?”

Dr Marsh shuffled over to the fireplace, flicking a switch that instantly ignited the flames. Watching the fire dance, she spoke evenly. “I told her those lights were likely just headlights, dazzling her in the confusion of the crash. But she was determined. And yes, her experiment led to the coma. I knew how it would end before it even began, but I was running my own experiment alongside hers.”

Ellie and Maggie exchanged tense glances and moved closer.

“Before you jump to conclusions,” Dr Marsh continued, her voice now serious, “my aim was simple and harmless: to see how far the human mind will go in scaring itself when prompted.”

“You made Tim scream,” Ellie said. “That wasn’t harmless.”

“I was merely a mediator,” Dr Marsh replied coolly. “They would have done it without me. At least I controlled the conditions. Though, in hindsight, documenting it as thoroughly as I did was a mistake.” She moved to a shelf and picked up a framed photo of Meredith and George, smiling aboard what looked like a cruise ship—a snapshot from happier times. “Meredith was desperate to prove something. She was tired of being seen as mad. She believed that if others could produce evidence of the supernatural, then she could too. In her mind, she’d done it once already. With the ‘events’ happening in the village, she thought it was only a matter of time before she succeeded again.”

Maggie cleared her throat. “And Tim? He didn’t believe in ghosts. Why would he take part?”

Dr Marsh paused, her expression thoughtful. “Because Tim was educated enough to understand how ghosts were faked, yet deep down, he still wanted to believe.”

Ellie frowned, her eyes narrowing. “You’re saying Tim *wanted* to believe in ghosts?”

Dr Marsh nodded slowly. “Like many people, he had stories—things he couldn’t explain. His father’s death when he was a child, his grandmother passing right in front of him in the hospital, and then his best friend, gone from an undiagnosed heart condition. All within three years.”

Ellie’s stomach tightened. She understood that kind of pain all too well.

Dr Marsh continued, “He wouldn’t admit it outright. But after he took that picture, that’s when he decided to move forward with the experiment. After Meredith’s rage when nothing happened… Tim thought he could push it further.”

Ellie’s brow furrowed. “What picture?”

“The ghost picture,” Dr Marsh said simply.

“But those were all fakes,” Ellie countered, frustration creeping into her voice. “We know how they were done.”

Dr Marsh chuckled softly. “Most of them, yes. But not that one. There was one picture Tim took that none of us could explain.”

Maggie sighed, shaking her head. “I’m tired of hearing that.”

Dr Marsh’s eyes gleamed with quiet amusement, though her voice remained calm. “I understand your scepticism. Plenty of faked images made their way into print. But Tim… Tim couldn’t explain this one.”

Maggie crossed her arms, her tone sharp. “What picture?”

“A classic,” Dr Marsh said with a wry smile. “A graveyard. A ghost. Nothing unusual, except Tim swore he hadn’t doctored the image. That’s why he wanted to prove it, one way or another.”

“And you told him it was impossible to prove,” Ellie murmured, sensing where this was headed.

“Exactly,” Dr Marsh replied, her gaze unwavering. “But he wanted to try anyway. He told me every sad thing that had ever happened to him. I read them aloud during the experiment. The sensory deprivation accelerated his descent, but when he came out, he was perfectly fine.”

“Except he died,” Maggie snapped, her voice hardening. “What’s to say you didn’t push him too far? To keep people from discovering your experiments?”

Dr Marsh tilted her head, lips curling into a thin smile. “Am I trying to kill either of you now?” She gestured toward the red-hot poker resting by the fireplace. “I was quite the javelin thrower in school, you know.”

Ellie stiffened but remained still. Deep down, she knew Dr Marsh wasn’t a threat.

Her mind wandered back to the words from the tape. “Ghosts are lessons.” She repeated them aloud.

“Exactly,” Dr Marsh said, her eyes gleaming with the satisfaction of a teacher whose student had just grasped a key concept. “We shouldn’t chase ghosts. They come to us when we need to learn something, whether or not you believe in them.”

Ellie felt a strange sense of clarity wash over her, despite the muddle of emotions swirling inside. She circled back. “How can you be sure Tim didn’t fake that picture?”

“Because he was an ethical man,” Dr Marsh replied without hesitation. “Meredith even asked him to fake a picture of her and her brother.”

Maggie’s head snapped up. “Was *that* the fake evidence?”

Dr Marsh shook her head. “No, that was for Meredith’s own reasons—sentimental ones. She wanted to see herself with him because they were never alive at the same time. But in her mind, he was always present. Even in death, her parents favoured him over her. So, she didn’t make him her enemy—she made him her best friend. She carried him with her, maybe a little too well.”

Ellie’s throat tightened as the realisation struck her. She had spent so long trying to push Luke out of her mind, when maybe she needed to carry him with her—just like Meredith had done with her brother. But differently, with more care, more balance. Still, Ellie pressed on. “Do you know why George bought the camera from Tim?”

“Yes. George wanted to fake the picture for Meredith himself. He figured out the techniques, like the rest of us. Even though he disagreed with it, he still wanted to make her happy. That’s how much he loved her.”

Ellie fell silent, letting the information sink in. She pictured George and Meredith—two lovers with opposing worldviews, now lying in hospital beds, side by side. If that wasn’t love, what was? In that moment, she understood both of them in a way she hadn’t before. Outside, the storm finally broke, soft rain tapping against the window. It felt as though the world had exhaled, and Ellie did too.

Dr Marsh’s demeanour unexpectedly softened. She returned to her chair, her eyes lingering on the flames. When she spoke again, her voice was candid, tinged with vulnerability—a rare crack in her typically steely facade. “I hated hearing people blame Tim’s death on the supernatural,” she said quietly. “I never believed Meredith was a killer, and I still don’t. It would’ve been easier if a slip-and-fall had been the accepted theory. At least that would’ve made sense.” Her voice faltered, her eyes reflecting the flickering firelight. “I told Tim’s mother as much back then. I still believe Tim died for his ethics.”

A chill ran down Ellie’s spine. “How?” she whispered, barely audible. “Because he discovered who was behind the fake events and pictures?”

Dr Marsh nodded, a sorrowful smile tugging at her lips. “That’s my theory. Tim was never without that camera around his neck, and I know he had it the night of the séance in ‘94. If he fell down those stairs, why would someone risk going down after him just to remove it? And before you ask who I think was responsible, I refuse to make wild guesses. But if I had to pick a motive, I’d say someone had a lot to lose if ghosts were proven real.”

“Harold?” Maggie suggested.

“His mother gave him an alibi that I believe,” Ellie said, biting her lip. “Maybe I’m a fool, but I’m not so sure.”

“I can’t help you more than I already have.” Dr Marsh turned back toward the TV. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to *Columbo*.” She cranked up the volume, her cloudy eyes fixed on the screen. “And tomorrow, I shall die once more and return to my watercolours.”

Outside, the cold struck like a slap, sharp and biting through their coats. It was the kind of chill that felt out of place—the first hint of winter creeping in. Maggie shivered, pulling her coat tighter around herself.

“I’m more confused than ever,” Maggie admitted, her voice low and weary. “We’re in over our heads. Let’s go home and leave this to the police. Early night, I think.”

Ellie nodded, but her thoughts were already racing. Sleep wouldn’t come easily tonight. Dr Marsh had given her plenty to think about. Yet, it wasn’t the experiments that stayed with her. After everything, one question lingered in her mind: *What happened to Tim Baker’s camera?*


Chapter Twenty-Six


Later that night, Ellie peeked into her gran's bedroom. Maggie was snoring softly, the reading lamp still on, a book resting on her chest—one of those familiar novels Maggie always favoured. With the new information from Dr Evelyn Marsh swirling in her mind, Ellie felt certain about where she needed to go next. Like Tilly, Dr Marsh had answered her questions, and that earned a strange kind of trust.

Ellie slipped out quietly, heading down into the village. She paused outside The Drowsy Duck, pulling her coat tighter against the biting cold. Inside, the pub was quiet—a couple of men playing darts in silence lost in their own world. But she wasn’t there for that.

No, a lot of the roads in this village might have led back to the pub, but more led back to another place, down South Street’s winding back lanes. And to get there, she had to take the long way down the front. As she passed the bookshop, she felt a pang of dread. It wasn’t the graffiti that scared her—it was the daunting task ahead. She had ideas, but were they good enough to save the place?

“Anything cheese could help with?” a voice asked.

Ellie looked up to see Sylvia standing in the doorway of her cheese shop next door, an invitation in her smile.

Sylvia’s shop smelled rich and earthy, with walls lined with cheeses of every variety. A small counter dominated the small space, and baskets of bread and jars of preserves cluttered the shelves, making the place feel like a comforting, old-world haven.

Ellie followed her inside. “Why are you still here this late?”

“Just finished a cheese workshop,” Sylvia replied, handing her a few samples. Ellie took them, nodding her thanks, though her mind was too full to enjoy the taste.

Sylvia noticed. “What’s wrong? What can I do?”

Ellie forced a small smile. “Maybe talk me into going home? I’m in over my head. I missed the assembly about Luke today. I’ve run around the village confronting three people I think might be murderers, and now...what am I even doing?”

Sylvia gave her a warm look. “Trying,” she said simply. “And you know what? Sometimes you don’t get it right on the first go. Or the second. Or the third. And if my marriages are anything to go by, the fourth either. But you’ve just ruled out three people, haven’t you?”

Ellie blinked, realizing she hadn’t thought of it like that. “Oh. I guess I did.”

She hesitated, then added, “I was actually on my way to Tim’s photo studio. Probably to sit outside and stare at the spare key I noticed in the plant pot next to the front door.”

“How reckless! How scandalous!” Sylvia gasped dramatically, her eyes lighting up. “A citizen’s break-in to solve a murder case? This is the most fun I’ve had since at least lunchtime.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “And my second ex-husband just announced his fifth divorce, so today’s only going up.”

Ellie opened her mouth to protest, but before she could get a word in, Sylvia had her arm locked in a vice-like grip. With a swift motion, Sylvia locked the shop door behind them.

Together, they set off down South Street. And despite knowing she should be home, curled up with a book on her chest like Granny Maggie, Ellie couldn’t bring herself to turn back now.

Ellie and Sylvia rounded the corner of South Street, squeezing past a white van parked haphazardly on the narrow pavement. The old sign for Tim Baker's studio creaked ominously in the wind, its rusted hinges protesting with each gust. The frosty night air nipped at Ellie's cheeks as she peered into the pitch-black interior of the studio.

The street was eerily quiet, save for the occasional flicker of light from a few scattered apartment windows. Shadows seemed to dance in the misty darkness, playing tricks on Ellie's eyes as she scanned their surroundings.

"There," Ellie whispered, pointing to a nondescript plant pot. Sylvia's eyes lit up with mischievous glee as she scurried over to retrieve the key.

"Far too easy," Sylvia chuckled, "like taking cheese from a—" Her words were cut short as the key slipped from her fingers, bouncing down the metal stairs with a series of metallic clinks before disappearing through a gap in the railing.

Sylvia muttered a string of apologies, her voice tinged with embarrassment as she stretched her arm through the railing, fingers grasping at empty air. Ellie rummaged through her backpack, hoping to find something to extend their reach. As she pulled out the book Willow had given her, a letter fluttered to the ground.

Ellie's breath caught in her throat as she remembered Amber handing it to her earlier. She'd tucked it away before heading to the museum, intending to keep it safe, but it had completely slipped her mind in the whirlwind of recent events.

While Sylvia continued her efforts to retrieve the key, Ellie found herself unable to resist the pull of curiosity. She perched on the cold metal step, her fingers trembling slightly as she opened the letter.

The pragmatic, concise tone of Dr Evelyn Marsh's words to Carol Baker, Tim's mother, sent a chill down Ellie's spine that had nothing to do with the frosty air. As she read through the letter, her heart raced, each revelation more shocking than the last.

Ellie wiped at her eyes, her fingers trembling as she folded the letter back into the book. The rawness of Dr Marsh’s words weighed heavily on her chest, each sentence laced with guilt and regret. She shouldn’t have read it. It was far too personal, far too painful. Yet, Ellie was glad she had. Now she understood why Dr Marsh had been so eager to let herself slip away—to escape her own haunting guilt.

"I now know what it means to be haunted."

Those words would cling to Ellie’s mind forever.

She sniffled, swiping at her tears with the sleeve of her coat, not daring to let Sylvia notice. The last thing she wanted right now was Sylvia’s inevitable questions. Instead, she forced herself to focus, flicking through the pages of the book to distract her racing mind.

The photos inside, though familiar, still left her unsettled. Each one was meticulously framed, yet they didn’t sit right with her. Some of the credits beneath the pictures named Tim, others Paul. It was the one attributed to Paul that stuck out—a grainy image of a graveyard. It looked real enough at first glance, but on closer inspection, it had that strange, ethereal blur—the white smudge that even Dr Marsh had been unable to explain. A trick of the camera? Or something else?

The other photos, Ellie reminded herself, were proven fakes. Products of the projector and an old camera, artefacts that somehow managed to slip into the local history books. Paul had claimed they were delivered to him pre-faked, yet his name was still attached to so many of them.

“Got it!” Sylvia exclaimed, triumphantly waving the key.

Ellie snapped the book shut, stuffing it back into her backpack alongside the letter. She stood up, still uneasy. "What are we even looking for in there, anyway?" she asked, the doubt creeping into her voice.

Sylvia raised an eyebrow. “You’ve come all this way and don’t even know?”

Ellie swallowed hard, her fingers tightening around the straps of her backpack. “I... I’m looking for a camera. One that went missing in 1994.”

Sylvia paused, her grin fading slightly. “A camera?” She shook her head. “Honestly, we’re more likely to find a ghost or an alien at this point.” With that, she slid the key into the door’s lock, the decision made before Ellie could protest.

As the lock clicked open, Sylvia gave a dramatic sigh. "I take back everything I said about Paul. After the way he charged past me earlier—couldn’t even say excuse me, bashed right into me with that massive equipment bag—I’m done defending him."

The door creaked open, revealing the dark interior of the studio. As they stepped inside, Ellie’s breath caught. Something was wrong. A heavy, chemical odour hung in the air, cloying and thick. Petrol? Gas? The dim light flickered across piles of cameras and equipment, all oddly heaped in the centre of the room as if abandoned mid-task.

Then came the unmistakable sound—a toilet flushing.

Ellie’s heart raced. They weren’t alone.

"Can ghosts flush toilets?" Sylvia whispered, eyes wide.

Ellie’s instincts screamed at her to run. She spun towards the door, but a sharp click cut through the air—the sound of the lock sliding back into place. There was no time.

Without hesitation, Sylvia grabbed her by the arm, dragging her behind a large photography backdrop. The printed cityscape loomed above them as they crouched in the shadows, hidden from view.

There was silence at first—only the soft creaks of the building settling. Then, a faint sound of movement. Footsteps. Someone was shuffling around the studio, humming under their breath. It was faint but familiar.

*Turn around, bright eyes...*

The tune wavered, a few soft bars of Total Eclipse of the Heart filling the air.

Ellie’s breath hitched. Time seemed to slow as her stomach churned. The humming stopped abruptly, and Ellie felt sick.

A voice called out, cutting through the thick silence. “Paul?”

It wasn’t Paul. Ellie could tell by the panicked edge. Cassie. But why was she here?

“I know I locked this door,” Cassie muttered, her voice rising as she moved through the room. Ellie heard rustling on the other side of the backdrop—Cassie was close, far too close. Her heart pounded in her ears as she struggled to keep her breathing steady. She could feel Sylvia tense beside her.

Cassie’s footsteps shuffled around the equipment, checking the corners, and drawers, muttering under her breath. "Paul? I know you’re here."

She wasn’t. Ellie knew that. But the tension in the air was suffocating, every sound magnified, every breath Ellie took feeling too loud, too risky. And then came the silence. An agonizing stretch of it. No more footsteps, no more muttering. Just... nothing.

Ellie felt her pulse throb in her throat. She could almost sense Cassie standing mere feet away, maybe even behind the same backdrop. Each second felt like it stretched on forever.

A sudden patter of rain hit the roof, breaking the quiet with a steady drumbeat. The tension broke, if only for a moment, as Cassie muttered, “Typical.” She sighed loudly. “What’s going on with the weather this month?”

The absurd normalcy of it all nearly made Ellie forget why they were hiding. She nearly let out a breath of relief—until Cassie’s voice rang out again, louder this time. "Paul?"

Ellie flinched at the sound, and Sylvia’s hand clamped down on her arm, squeezing tight, holding her still.

They couldn't move. They couldn’t be found. And yet, Cassie was only a few feet away, searching for answers neither Ellie nor Sylvia were prepared to give.

As soon as Ellie heard Paul's voice, her blood turned cold.

"What?" Paul called out, his footsteps heavy as they rushed up the stairs. "And why are you shouting?"

Cassie’s voice cracked with panic, louder than before. "Because the door was open! Did you open it?"

"No... seriously?" Paul groaned as he reached the top, irritation clear in his voice. "You could have just texted me."

But Cassie wasn’t backing down. "The door... was open..." she repeated, her tone insistent and wary.

Paul sighed, brushing it off. "Come on, let's just get out of here. I want a last drink at The Drowsy Duck."

"Just one?" Cassie asked.

"Fine, a couple," Paul conceded, his voice more resigned than eager. "But after tonight, it’s goodbye Meadowfield."

Cassie sighed, almost wistful. "And hello Spain?"

"Sure, baby," Paul replied, though his tone lacked conviction.

Ellie, crouching behind the backdrop, squeezed her eyes shut, trying to still her frantic heartbeat. She could hear the sound of a kiss, the quiet smack of lips, and then⁠—

A match struck.

The sharp hiss and immediate crackle of flames filled the air. Ellie's eyes snapped open, her breath catching in her throat as her body tensed, frozen in place. She wanted to leap out, scream, do something—anything—but Sylvia grabbed her arm, her grip iron-tight, holding her in place.

Laughter echoed through the room.

"It’s beautiful," Cassie remarked, the flames crackling louder.

"Not as beautiful as my girlfriend," Paul replied, and their flirty giggles floated through the air as they sauntered out of the studio, the door slamming shut behind them.

Ellie’s heart raced. The smoke was thickening now, creeping through the room, filling her lungs. She needed to move, needed to do something before it was too late.

But Sylvia acted first, springing toward the door and snatching a fire extinguisher from the wall. "I noticed this on the way in," she muttered, swiftly dousing the flames in a cloud of white foam. The fire hissed and sputtered, the smoke thinning. "Always good to be vigilant—especially when you can smell gas."

Sylvia straightened, eyes narrowing. "It was an insurance job, clearly."

Ellie shook her head, her mind racing. "No," she muttered, stepping closer to the charred remains of the equipment. "Not yet. This was another botched attempt to get rid of evidence. Just like the archival box from the club... and the projector used to fake those pictures..."

She trailed off as her eyes landed on something partially buried in the smoke-streaked debris. Her heart stopped. There, amidst the wreckage, was an old camera—one she had only ever seen in photographs online, but here it was, real, right in front of her. The strap was singed, but the body remained intact.

"I’ve found it," Ellie whispered, pulling the camera free. "It’s the one from 1994..."

But now that it was in her hands, she had no idea what to do. Sylvia, however, wasted no time. She pried the camera open like a seasoned pro, her fingers deftly navigating the mechanism.

"There’s film in it," she said, glancing around before her eyes locked onto the darkroom in the corner. _"Come on, we need to develop it. Quick."

Ellie hesitated for a moment, then hurried after her. "We should move fast," Sylvia urged. "They’ll realize the place isn’t burning soon, and they might come back to finish the job."

"I doubt it," Ellie replied, following Sylvia into the darkroom. "They’ve been careless about covering their tracks... but they’re good at creating distractions." Her eyes flicked back to the backdrop, the scene still imprinted in her mind from the photoshoot she’d witnessed days ago. "It’s all smoke and mirrors."

But Sylvia wasn’t listening. She was already busy with the chemicals, her movements swift and precise. Ellie watched her warily. "Do you know what you’re doing?" she asked.

"My first husband was a filmmaker," Sylvia replied with a wistful smile. "Photography, developing film... we had a darkroom in our apartment in Bruges. Funny how you never feel more beautiful than when you’re under the right lens. He made me feel like a movie star."

Ellie’s brow furrowed. "What happened to him?"

Sylvia laughed softly, her eyes darkening. "He drowned. Fell from a bridge." She paused, a strange smile playing on her lips. "Falling. Artists, right?"

Ellie rested a hand on Sylvia's shoulder, but before she could say anything, Sylvia pulled the reel from the chemicals, her attention already on the film. She found a magnifier, holding it up to the light, examining the images with intense concentration.

"Unseen since 1994," Ellie whispered, leaning in. "What’s on it?"

Sylvia’s face went pale, her hand trembling as the magnifier slipped from her grasp.

"This looks... this looks like..." She turned slowly, her eyes wide with horror.

Ellie followed Sylvia's gaze, and when she turned, her breath caught in her throat. Pinned up on the wall were dozens of photographs. Each one the same—an eerie, blurry image of a face. It wasn’t clear, not readable, but one thing stood out.

The hair.

It was unmistakable.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


DS Angela Cookson stood with her hands planted on her hips, her fixed gaze challenging Ellie and Sylvia as the rain drizzled over the cobbled alley behind the photo studio. Police officers and firefighters swarmed the studio, though the flames were long since smoking, thanks to Sylvia's quick thinking, but Angela's expression was far from relieved.

"Don't think about lying," Angela said, her voice clipped. "I want to know how and why you two were in that studio to overhear these accusations in the first place."

Sylvia fidgeted beside Ellie, no longer enjoying the thrill of the chase, Ellie was ready to step forward, to take the blame for the whole thing, but Sylvia's worried glance stopped her.

Before Ellie could confess, PC Finn appeared at the top of the stairs. “You might want to come and see these pictures, Ma’am. We've found something odd."

In Angela's haste, she tripped, stumbling slightly, her hand darting out to catch herself against the railing. For a split second, it looked like she might lose her composure entirely, a storm brewing just beneath the surface.

But then, she straightened, her jaw tight as she regained her balance. With a sharp glance back at Ellie and Sylvia, she muttered, "Stay here," before storming up the stairs, her shoes stomping on the metal.

As soon as Angela was out of sight, Sylvia leaned in close to Ellie, her voice barely a whisper. “I can’t go to prison. Not again.”

Oliver hurried down the street, bundled in his coat against the biting wind. His eyes widened when he saw Ellie and Sylvia huddled in the alley. "What are you doing here?" he whispered, glancing nervously around.

Ellie folded her arms. "I could ask you the same thing."

Oliver hooked his thumb back toward the shops. "Half the shopkeepers are out front of South Street because they heard the fire engines heading this way. Everyone came to check their shops weren’t going up in flames."

"Sylvia put the fire out," Ellie said.

"You?" he snorted.

"Yes, me!" Sylvia shot back. "I once volunteered to fight fires in⁠—"

Oliver cut her off with a wave of his hand. "Heard that one four times before. What is actually going on?"

Ellie exchanged a quick glance with Sylvia before turning back to him. "The same thing that happened in 1994. They think they've gotten away with it, but not this time. They’re getting sloppy."

Oliver opened his mouth to respond, but the sound of footsteps on metal stairs interrupted him. DS Angela Cookson was making her way down from the studio, her face still set in a hard frown. Ellie’s pulse quickened.

Without a second thought, Ellie slipped past Oliver and set off back towards the top of the alley. "Make something up when your mum asks where I’ve gone."

Oliver huffed in exasperation. "You might regret asking that."

"And tell her I found the key and used it to break in."

Sylvia, who had been watching wide-eyed, looked touched by Ellie’s gesture. "Don’t throw yourself into danger!" she called out with a wave. "I'd follow behind, but I meant what I said. I really don't want to get arrested…"

Another story for another day, Ellie thought, and Oliver threw his hands up and cried, "Will someone please tell me what the hell is going on here?"

It wouldn't be Ellie. She reached the bottom of the alley just as Angela stepped off the last stair. The van that had been blocking the way earlier was gone, replaced by a cluster of police cars and a fire engine. Her gut twisted. That must’ve been Paul’s van. She’d walked right past him on the way in. Sloppy. For both of them.

Ellie spotted the bright flash of pink hair in the crowd of shopkeepers, and her gaze locked on Amber, lingering on the edges of the gossiping cluster. Ellie made her way over, weaving through the onlookers, catching Amber's eye just as she reached her.

"How are you doing?" Ellie asked, trying to keep her voice casual despite the tension bubbling underneath.

Amber shifted, folding her arms across her chest. "All just... weird," she muttered. "I wasn’t even born in the 1900s like you, but Tim, he..." Her voice trailed off, her words catching like she regretted bringing it up.

"Like he cast a long shadow?" Ellie offered gently.

Amber's face softened, her shoulders loosening a bit. She nodded, letting out a quiet breath. "Yeah. Something like that. My auntie Carol died in that shadow too."

Ellie felt a pang in her chest. "I wish I’d been able to do this earlier," she said, her voice low. "But I think I know what happened to Tim now. I’m just sorry your Aunt Carol didn’t live to find out what happened to her son."

Amber hesitated for a moment, tucking her pink hair behind her ears. "If the truth comes out, she’ll know," she said softly. Then, almost as if catching herself, she added, "Not that I believe in any of that stuff."

Ellie managed a small smile, but Amber waved her off, offering an awkward shrug. "I’ll be fine," she assured, her tone firmer now.

With that, Ellie continued on her way, heading for The Drowsy Duck. The pub was getting busier, the murmur of conversation spilling out onto the street. She peered through the window, catching a glimpse of Cassie at the bar, her back turned to the door. But Paul was nowhere to be seen. Ellie’s pulse quickened. Was she too late?

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. With an irritated huff, she fumbled for it, ready to ignore the call. But when she saw the name on the screen, she froze. It was from her mother. That was unusual. Normally, her mum only called through Auntie Penny’s phone.

Ellie’s stomach tightened as she cautiously answered. "What’s wrong?"

"Are you close by?" Carolyn’s voice had that familiar urgency.

Ellie glanced around the pub's corner—her mother’s house was right there. "Why?"

"Because we’ve found something, and it’s an emergency."

“It’s never an emergency,” she muttered, thinking about how much simpler life had been when scraping wallpaper was her biggest problem. “What now?”

"I know what’s going on," Carolyn said, her tone triumphant.

Ellie held her breath. She wasn’t sure where this could possibly go, but knowing her mother, it wasn’t far. "Please, Mother. We think we know what’s going on, and I think we're right. And since when do you care about this case, unless it’s prime for exploiting for your show?"

The door to her mother’s house creaked open. Carolyn appeared in her dressing gown, hair in rollers, still holding herself with the grace and glamour of an old movie star. “I thought I heard your voice,” she said, sounding pleased with herself as she ended the call. “I know you think you’ve got it all figured out, but trust me, I know you’ll want to hear this.”

Ellie cast one last glance at the pub. Angela and PC Finn were making their way past the duck pond, where the rest of the officers were gathering, but no one had made a move into the pub yet.

“Fine,” Ellie said, pulling herself away from the pub. She passed the alley where she'd almost found Joey hiding. Looking up, she noticed a soft light at the window. Ellie could just see the soft outline of Tilly's hair.

"When did you last comb your hair?" Carolyn asked in disgust, reaching out as though Ellie's neglected hair might bite back. "Never mind. This way."

"I've been busy, so if this isn't going to solve everything so that I can stand still for two minutes to know my hair is tangled, please make it quick."

She followed her mother through the gleaming kitchen, softly lit by the under-counter downlights. A vanilla bean candle burned on the windowsill looking out at the yard, and as she always did, Ellie looked for Daniel. The Halloween disco would have ended by now, and she hoped to find him before the night was over. But first, she found Auntie Penny at the round dining table, which had been transformed into what looked like a makeshift editing bay.

"From executive producer to camera operator, to director, and now editor, all in a week.” Penny grinned, not missing a beat as she slowly typed in commands. “It’s amazing what I’ve learned over the years about how telly is made while I've been assisting your mother's acting endeavours."

Penny had certainly stepped up to become a one-woman TV production crew. Ellie had always thought Penny could rule the world if she diverted her efforts from Carolyn’s schemes, but alas, that wasn’t why she was here.

"You're doing great, Penny," she said, resting a hand on the back of the dining chair as she leaned over to see the screen. "You wanted to show me something?"

Ellie stood behind Penny, watching as her aunt fumbled with the computer mouse, clicking through various files. “A clip, Penny says, let me just find it…”

Carolyn came in close, her voice low but filled with a smug satisfaction. “Ah ah ah, Ellie, you’re not the only one who can solve a murder.” She wagged her finger playfully, her grin sly.

Ellie, completely taken aback, raised an eyebrow and fired back, “Since when have you cared about this murder?”

Carolyn, all dramatic flair, put a hand to her chest as if Ellie’s lack of faith was a personal insult. “Darling, it’s not about caring—it’s about knowing. I’ve had my eye on this from the beginning. And let’s be honest, you wouldn’t have made it this far without some of my… intuitive guidance.”

"Found it!" Penny announced, hitting the space bar and brining a video clip to life. "You’re not going to believe this. They didn’t even bother to cover their tracks properly.”

"A recurring theme," Ellie said, almost to herself. To Penny, she asked, “What exactly have you found?”

"Remember when we saw the footage of George's shoes?" Penny asked, her eyes twinkling with excitement. "From the clip of whoever climbed that ladder to attack Joey?"

Ellie nodded, a bit confused. "Oh, right. I'd almost forgotten about that after George's push. They were about to arrest him, weren't they?"

"Yes, well, look again," Penny urged, replaying the footage.

Ellie squinted at the screen, trying to spot anything different. After a moment, she shook her head. "What am I supposed to be looking for?"

Caroline remained silent, which only added to Ellie's growing frustration.

"What are you two doing?" Ellie snapped, her patience wearing thin. "If this is some sort of prank or there are secret cameras to get a reaction for your pilot, it's not going to work."

Caroline's face fell, looking almost disappointed. "Do you think I'd do that to you, Ellie?"

She paused, considering her mother's words. "Actually, no. I don't."

"Just watch," Caroline said, her voice calmer now.

Taking a deep breath, Ellie turned her attention back to the screen. Penny played another clip, this time showing The Drowsy Ducks' scuffed tiled floor. It seemed to be during closing-down, with Harold and Tilly talking in hushed tones behind the bar while Harold stacked dirty pint glasses into plastic crates.

"What should we do, Mother," Harold pleaded.

"The police will stop pushing back," Tilly replied in a voice closer to the one she'd used during Ellie's reading than the more honest tone she'd ended with. "But that Swan Girl? She's trouble.'

"Is that me?" Caroline looked proud for a moment before Ellie clarified,

"I've been talking to them," Ellie explained, and as the conversation continued, Tilly suggested trying to frighten Ellie away, mentioning rumours about her past. Ellie checked the date on the footage, already outdated. "Thank you, Mum. This isn't useful right now, but a day earlier, it might have helped. I'm sorry for being grouchy. Today has been… long. I need to go. I⁠—"

"Will you just shut up for one moment, dear?" Carolyn demanded, pointing at the screen as she repositioned Ellie, just as Harold and Tilly walked away in the footage.

Ellie's eyes widened as Cassie and Paul entered the seemingly empty pub from the bathrooms, looking around cautiously before meeting by the camera. From the clink of balls, as they leaned against what was just out of view, the camera was on the floor underneath the pool table.

"Harold left out the liquid nitrogen again," Paul stated. "It's like he wants to get caught. Always been an idiot."

"He's back to faking?" Cassie sounded immediately angry. "What's the point when he's got a legend like John Pritchard roaming the place?" She snorted as though she had it all figured out. "I'd bet his tricks are why John doesn't show himself to him. We're the lucky ones." After a pause, her Doc Martens shuffled closer to Paul's scuffed Vans, and she added, "Though not all tricks are bad. I managed to spook the hell out of that girl who came sniffing around the studio. Remembered the name of that dead husband of hers and brought him forward with the Ouija board."

"They didn't get married. Her tight mother asked for a refund for her deposit."

Ellie and Carolyn exchanged glances, neither of them looking comfortable with that history being dredged up.

"I still can't believe you got a job with her mum," Cassie muttered.

"What did I tell you?" Paul's voice verged on a bark, so sudden and loud. "I didn't make the connection, it's been over a decade, and it's not like she's been living around here."

"Why did she have to come back now and mess things up anyway?"

Paul exhaled so heavily, Ellie could imagine him dropping his head, his thinning ponytail sagging with him. "What did I tell you? He repeated, even harsher, and he waited. "Nothing is messed up. I have everything under control."

Quieter still, she muttered, "It's not like any channel will pick up the pilot, so I don't know why you're wasting you're time."

"Well, aren't you an idiot, because look what I found today." He unzipped something, there was a rattle of metal, and it went back into his pocket. "He won't notice a few. We're going to need money for our new start aren't we."

Cassie grumbled her agreement.

"Aren't we?" Paul repeated, louder.

"Yes, Paul," she responded, moving in closer, leaning on him.

Ellie's stomach twisted with a strange blend of revulsion and pity as Paul and Cassie dumped the camera on the pool table. They were so accustomed to it all that they hadn't even checked if the green light was on. The lens, cold and indifferent, had witnessed too much, and now, so had she.

"Why did he quit?" Ellie asked when silence fell in the clip.

"Quit?" Carolyn's voice cut through Ellie's thoughts, a snort of derision that pulled her back to the conversation. "I fired him. Like he said, I caught him digging through my jewellery box." She pulled her robe tighter and said, "I didn't realise he'd already got away with one of my stash." A far-away stare took over her eyes. "Funny, my first husband bought me all that jewellery, and he used to talk to me in a similar manner. It's actually making me feel…" She ran a hand up her neck, and after a slow blink, pivoted and said, "…feel like I knew I should never have trusted him. You know what I say about balding men clinging onto ponytails." She threw her hands up, as though this was the matter of the evening. "They're expecting the world to play along with their delusion despite our eyes."

Every so often, Ellie's mother swung around so much in the dark, she hit the hammer right on the nail. "That's what Paul does. He creates well-timed delusions… illusions…" She squinted at the screen, and given their feet placement, Cassie and Paul were locked in an embrace. "Did you tell the police that he stole from you?"

"Tell your step-mother, you mean?" she asked, unable to mask the edge in her voice. "No, I didn't call her, as it happens."

"Angela isn't, was never, and will never be my stepmother," Ellie corrected her, feeling the familiar pang of separation. "You and dad made sure of that."

Carolyn sighed, a theatrical gesture that filled the room. "And have you heard from your father lately?" Another diversion, though Ellie was glad of this one. "Last I heard, he was off chasing some green-titted pigeon-Pritchard, or whatever he called it." Her stare, so alert, dropped to the cream carpet. "This is the longest I haven't seen him around the village."

Ellie shook her head, her lips pressed into a thin line. "Oliver said he's got rid of his phone but he wrote and said he'll be home for Christmas. Any idea what was going on with him before he left?" she probed, her curiosity getting the better of her despite the awkwardness of discussing their father with Carolyn.

"Oh no, you know he never really liked me," Carolyn whispered, pulling her gown tighter. "Once he got to know me beyond my beauty, that is." She shook her head, and the rollers bounced, a momentary lapse into vulnerability that Ellie rarely saw. "Not that I liked him, either, mind you. You get your strangeness from him."

"Carolyn Swan, the barometer of normal, everyone." She returned to the screen just in time to see Paul and Cassie feet separate, returning to their original spots, only this time, the camera in on top of the pool table, pointing at their arms. Cassie buried her face in Paul's chest, and if her mascara-thickened lashes hadn't been clenched, she might have noticed the camera.

Cassie, her voice hesitant, asked, "Is everything going to be okay?"

Paul, with his smooth, hypnotic tone, started whispering to her. “Everything’s going to be perfect. I'll make sure of it. You’ve been so loyal, Cassie. And soon, we’re going to have everything we’ve ever wanted. It’s all going to be ours. You just have to trust me and stay by my side, like you always have.'

Paul's mask had slipped, and Ellie saw right through him. He wasn’t just comforting Cassie; he was feeding her a fantasy, pulling her further into his web. His words dripped with control, his ego barely concealed as he built her up with promises that sounded more like a trap than a future.

"I'm all you need," he continued, his rhythm speeding up. "I'm all you've ever needed. Everything's been perfect these last few years. You and I against the world, and look at how much we have overcome. How much we have sacrificed…"

After a brief silence, Cassie said, "Do you promise it's over this time?"

Paul spoke to her like a child. "Hey, what have I told you? Of course, it's over. It's over. He's gone, and we're going to find a place where nothing and no one can hurt you again, living or dead." He let his works sit there before asking, "If you could move to any country…?"

"Spain," she replied in a flash. "When I was a kid at the children's home, one of the foster workers had this sister who worked as a travel agent. She'd dump their out-of-date catalogue on us every few months like we were meant to be grateful for seeing the pictures of the hotels. All it did was make us realise all the places we couldn't go." The pain sounded raw, even on the brink of her fifties. "The Spain pages were always the most folded over in the corner. Always wanted to see what the fuss was about."

"Then we'll go to Spain, and we'll never come back here."

Ellie noticed how quickly Paul escalated from a hypothetical question to an instruction, and Cassie didn't question it. But she couldn't dwell because suddenly, Paul and Cassie were both crouched and staring directly into the lens and straight into Carolyn's cottage. The memory of Cassie's cruel laugh echoed around Ellie's mind, and knowing the footage was from days ago didn't stop Ellie from stiffening up as they locked eyes.

"How long has this been turned on?" Paul demanded, his rage igniting like a well-struck match. "It's wasting battery."

"I'm sorry, I might have bumped into it. I'll check later, alright? Just don't get⁠—"

The clip ended, and Penny and Carolyn both turned to Ellie with a shared grave expression.

“Not a nice chap,” Penny said, shaking her head. “He fooled me. I liked him after he helped fix the camera. Didn't even charge us…”

“Do you know who John is?” Carolyn asked, arching an eyebrow. “Some other unlucky soul who crossed their paths?"

Ellie shook her head. “No, not unless Meadowfield's answer to Bonnie and Clyde were around in 1857.” Carolyn’s confused look only deepened, and Ellie sighed. “If you’d paid more attention to the fake local history, you’d know who John Pritchard was, but I’ll explain later. Right now, I’ve already wasted enough time, and there’s no saying how long they'll stay sitting ducks. Can you send me a copy of the video?"

Penny nodded, pulling a small USB stick from the computer tower. “Already made a copy."

Carolyn's lips curled into a wry smile. “Oh, you’re giving it to her, aren’t you?”

Ellie pocketed the USB stick, meeting her mother’s gaze. “If you mean DS Angela Cookson, of course, I’m giving it to her.” As she walked to the door, she stopped and turned back around and added, “One of these days, you two are going to have to exorcise your ghosts. It’s been thirty years since you broke up their marriage. Isn't it time for that conversation you've been putting off?"

“Technically, you broke them up, dear,” Carolyn said with a dramatic sigh. “But of course, I take responsibility for creating you, and so on… but she's the problem, not me. You see how she looks at us… like she can’t believe Peter stooped to my level! The day we put our differences aside, hell will freeze over.”

"That day might be sooner than you think because, after tonight, Meadowfield's recent hell might do just that.” She held up the USB stick, locking eyes with her mother. “Thank you, you were right. This is an emergency.” Turning to leave, Ellie doubled back and added, “And just for the record, next time you run into a room screaming there’s been an emergency, it needs to be this serious or higher, okay?"

Ellie stepped outside into the brisk evening air, the village quiet as she slipped down the side street. A barrier of police officers encircled the Drowsy Duck, and the sight of them in a tight formation covering every window and door was surreal. Her heart pounded as she approached DS Angela Cookson, standing near the entrance, a radio primed at her lips. She noticed Ellie and didn't hold in her sigh.

"There are you," Angela stated, still not looking at her. "Oliver said you had to rush off because of a sudden 'attack of the haemorrhoids', not that I asked."

"He did say I'd live to regret asking him to cover for me," she said, finding him in the crowd, and he mouthed 'sorry', but he wasn't sorry at all. Joey was by his side, more sheepish as he watched on. "I was going to come and talk to Paul, but I got distracted.'

"Do the words 'stay out of my investigation' mean nothing?" She shot a withering glare at Ellie before checking her watch. "Something I'm going to need you to do now because this arrest is going to be nice and clean with no interference."

"You'll be glad I interfered." She held up the USB stick, the small device weighed down by the sole video file waiting for its day in court. "This is going to be useful later on."

"What's on it?"

"An explanation," Ellie said, tapping the device in her palm before letting Angela snatch it away. "If you read between the lines, there's as good as a confession."

Angela raised an eyebrow. "So, explain."

"They will," she replied, nodding into the pub as pool balls clacked without a care inside. "But first, I need you to put on a little show. Let's take a leaf out of the 1994 ghost-hunting playbook for one last scare."

"If you're suggesting we bring forward some ghost witnesses with another staged séance, I⁠—"

"I think I can help clear out the ghosts," Ellie said, straightening up, feeling conviction that was making Angela look even more annoyed. "You only need to make one small change."

"What are you talking about?"

"Go in there like you planned, but arrest Cassie."

Angela’s jaw tightened, her professional mask slipping into a more personal intensity as she stared at Ellie with a look that screamed, 'Leave me alone, child, I'm at work', but Ellie couldn't stop herself. The DS held up a silencing hand and said, "We are arresting Cassie and Paul, and we're taking them in. This isn’t like last time at Blackwood House. This is my arrest. Got it?"

"Understood." She pushed the USB drive into Angela's palm, feeling relieved. "The end result will be the same either way, but it matters how the truth comes out. My gran has spent thirty years regretting how she told Meredith the truth, and she might die never mending that bridge."

"Oh, she's awake," she said, nonchalantly.

"And I've always spoken with her," Ellie said, not hating the frustration that flashed across Angela's face. "Ever since the first haunting that brought together the Ghost Watch of '94, many people have been going out of their way to obscure the truth, but only one left himself get caught on camera, pushing his alleged best friend and mentor down the stairs into a cold cellar, only to snatch Tim's prized possession, his camera, from around his neck, to keep it hidden for thirty years. You saw the pictures."

"I did, and it makes you wonder why Paul Holloway would risk leaving behind so many clues on his way out."

"Because it's what he's always done, right from the beginning. The graffiti, the equipment hidden in the shop, the badly disposed of records, and then the pictures. He hasn't been able to stop himself leaving a trail of easter eggs."

"Almost like his subconscious wants him to be caught," a weary voice said, and Ellie turned to see Dr Evelyn Marsh making her way through the officers with her cane. "You called, Detective, I'm here. It's late. What do you want."

"Your impressions of Paul Holloway," Angela said, looking through the window as though to check he was there. And he was if the clinking pool balls at increasingly closer intervals could be judged. "The man, the myth, the murderer."

"You're to tell me he's behind Tim's death?" It knocked her sideways, and Ellie reached out to steady her, while Angela took a step closer to the door, checking her watch again. "I must confess, Detective, I find that as I think about Paul now, I know almost everything about him."

"But weren't you like a family?" Ellie spoke before she thought. "Just for a brief glimpse of time?"

The doctor's eyes narrowed on Ellie, and she knew there was no way she could know those words, but Ellie hadn't considered that. She had every line almost seared into her memory after only one read, and she doubted those raw confessions would go away.

"Paul never revealed himself to me," she replied.

"Because he knew you'd see right through him. Cassie, on the other hand…" Ellie met Angela's eyes, her voice steady and clear. "Please, Angela. I know we have our differences, but if you take Paul in, I think there's a chance he'll lie until the bitter end, but…" She watched the doctor as Oliver helped her over to a bench, where Joey couldn't bring himself to look up at the woman who'd temporarily—and mostly unsuccessfully—tried to turn him back to crime to cover her guilty tracks. Her comment about the subconscious replayed, and Ellie had a realisation that almost sent her sideways. "Or, he'll be more than willing to share his story… for the history books…"

"Enough prattling," Angela snapped, her patience wearing thin. "The warrants for both arrests just came through. We're going in any second, so you better tell me what this is about."

Ellie took a deep breath, steeling herself. "It's about exactly what people have thought for the past thirty years. On that night in 1994 during the séance at the Drowsy Duck, a ghost pushed Tim Barker to his death."

Angela looked at her like she couldn't believe her ears. "A ghost? Ellie? A ghost? You think that will ever hold up in court? It cannot be proved, it cannot be explained⁠—"

"Except tonight, it can," Ellie interrupted, her voice steady despite her nerves. "It's not the ghost people think."

Angela's eyes narrowed. "You're more like your mother than I thought, wanting to hog the spotlight to launch yourself as a psychic."

Ellie felt a flicker of irritation at the comparison. "This isn't about me. If you knew me at all, you'd know I hate attention, but I'm the one who's seen it... and I can either go away and write it all down and you hope Paul takes the chatty route, or I say it now, while it's on my mind. Let me free the village from all of these contradicting superstitions. If you arrest Cassie first, the people of Meadowfield might be able to see who has really been haunting Meadowfield."


Chapter Twenty-Eight


The faint clink of glass bottles echoed from behind the bar in The Drowsy Duck, where Harold was methodically restocking shelves, his eyes occasionally drifting to the bell that would soon signal last orders. His movements were slow, the weariness of the night showing in the way he placed each bottle with quiet care, no urgency, no cold spots, bar fights, or flying chairs to liven the place up. A few tables remained occupied, but the conversations had faded to murmurs—nothing like the lively buzz that filled the room earlier. The air felt heavy, the kind of exhaustion that settled in late, when both the pub and its patrons were winding down, waiting for the inevitable close.

Cassie and Paul stood by the pool table, their game an automatic repetition of moves, not a playful match. Their eyes weren't alight with mischief or tension, just dulled by the routine of the game. Cassie lined up her shot, her face blank, while Paul waited his turn, barely engaging with the task. It was the same as the night George was pushed—quiet, unremarkable, just another ordinary game of pool.

Paul glanced up mid-shot and saw Ellie standing in the doorway, her silhouette outlined by the dim light from outside. His expression shifted, his brows raising slightly as he gave a subtle signal to Cassie, but his eyes betrayed a flicker of something more—panic. Cassie, as if sensing the shift without needing words, spun around instantly. Her eyes locked on Ellie, the tension in her posture snapping taut, like a spring ready to burst.

But this time, Ellie didn’t falter. She stepped forward, her gaze steady as the door swung open behind her. DS Angela and the other officers followed in, their presence quiet but commanding. Ellie didn’t need to turn around to acknowledge them; she felt their arrival as surely as if they were an extension of her own resolve.

Angela’s voice cut through the stillness of the room. "Cassandra Winters," she said with the calm authority of someone who had waited too long for this moment, "you’re under arrest for the murder of Tim Baker, the attempted murder of George Fenton, and multiple counts of perverting the course of justice. You do not have to say anything, but…"

Before Angela could finish, Cassie lunged, thrashing wildly. Several officers moved in, grabbing her arms and pinning her against the pool table, their bags spilling onto the floor as they struggled to restrain her. "Paul!" she shrieked, her voice shrill with desperation. "Paul, do something! Help me! Paul!" Her eyes were wild, like a cornered animal, her body twisting and fighting as they pulled her towards the door.

But Paul did nothing. He stood there, eyes wide, trying his best to look shocked, his face a poor mask of concern. His hands hung useless at his sides, his mouth slightly open, but no words came. He didn’t move. Ellie watched him, the suffocating weight of his silence pressing down on the room. His stillness, his lack of reaction, made her stomach turn.

"Paul?" Cassie’s voice broke, softer now, almost pleading. "Why won’t you do something?"

Paul's absence of reaction suffocated the room as the last of the drinkers blinked hazily from their pints as though they had no idea what had happened, or what was still to come.

"Because he's more than happy to watch you take the blame," Ellie broke the tension, her voice cutting through the pub like a knife. "Well, happy isn't an emotion you remember, isn't that what you said, Paul? That you haven't felt happy since you were a kid looking up to your famous father, waiting for your name to appear in the history books."

She swung her backpack around, unzipping it with deliberate slowness. At the sight of it, Paul's lips curled back in a subtle snarl—a flicker of fear or anger, or maybe both, flashing in his eyes. The officers still held Cassie by the front door, and she, like everyone else, watched with bated breath. Ellie, never one for public speaking, felt an odd calm settle over her. She'd always been the quiet observer, working behind the scenes. Until one difficult day on set for a Victorian zombie movie, when she’d pointed out to the first-time director that background artists shouldn’t be wearing Casio watches. Rather than get fired for raising her voice, her note had been taken, the tension cleared, and everyone had moved on.

The heavy thud of a book landing on the pool table echoed through the silence. Ellie had thrown it open to a page near the middle.

"Tim didn’t know how he got this picture, did he?" she asked, tapping the image of a graveyard on the open page. "A ghost, a smudge on the lens… looks spooky, though, doesn’t it?"

No response. The room was taut with tension, every eye fixed on the scene unfolding before them.

"These, on the other hand," Ellie continued, turning the page to a series of photographs credited to Paul, "the pictures you claimed were anonymously handed to the photo studio..."

Ellie almost laughed at the absurdity of it all. "Why would anyone, if they’d captured the existence of ghosts, just give the evidence away? Did you make your ambitions to see your name in the history books known back then, or did they guess?"

Paul’s silence was damning. His eyes darted around the room, searching for an escape that wasn’t there. The truth, buried for years, was now out in the open.

Ellie glanced at DS Angela. "Do you have copies of the photos?"

Angela huffed, but after a moment, she stepped forward, holding out a folder just out of Ellie’s reach. Ellie wasn’t above stepping forward to take it.

"It’s funny," she said, rifling through the folder, "I didn’t understand why sceptics like Dr Marsh and George would dedicate so much time to this club, but look at me. I’ve let it take over my life, and it’s only been a few days. You, Paul, have been lying for over three decades. There was no anonymous person. These pictures were credited to you because you created them."

Ellie spread out the copies of the Victorian pictures that the police had developed. "Using a rare chemical found on Tim’s body," she pointed out. "He liked tinkering with old cameras, his family’s still in antiques today, and he could have faked these pictures if he wanted to. He had the right stuff, the knowledge. You said it yourself, Paul: Tim taught you everything he knew. Manipulation has always been child’s play for someone who knows the right techniques."

Ellie leaned in, her voice cutting through the air like ice. "Tim taught you all those techniques because he trusted you, and he had the integrity to assume his best friend wouldn’t betray him. He didn’t expect you to piggyback off his reputation to make sure your name was stamped in time, just like your father. That’s what this was about. Your ghost..."

She pulled out another photo and laid it on the pool table.

"Funny, really," Ellie said, "that all you wanted was to capture the picture that would make people remember your name. Yet the photograph that’ll make that happen—at least around here, I hope"—Ellie glanced around, checking that everyone was listening, and they were—"isn’t one you took, though it is your most complicated forgery of them all."

Ellie placed the blurry picture on top of the open book, and Paul stared at it like it was staring back. The picture itself was real, just like the rest of the images on Tim’s camera, but it was clear. Paul had set this up.

"Tim figured you out, didn’t he?" Ellie’s voice lowered. "And he was too honest to stand by while his best friend whipped up a frenzy. So you pushed him. And you convinced your girlfriend, who, even now, as you stand by and watch her get arrested, won’t hand you over."

Ellie’s eyes narrowed. "You convinced her that John Pritchard took over you, didn’t you?" she whispered. "And she believed you."

For the first time, Paul smiled. It was slow and unsettling, as he leaned across the pool table, his eyes burning into Ellie like hot coals. “She wanted to believe,” he said softly, the words dripping with a quiet menace.

Ellie stood her ground, her voice steady. “That her boyfriend wasn’t a cold-blooded killer? Most people would.”

Paul snorted, the sound harsh and dismissive. It cut through the room like a blade, eliciting a few gasps from the onlookers. “But most people wouldn’t believe it was because of a ghost,” he said, his tone dark and mocking. “She’d believe just about anything. I really hit the jackpot with her.”

Ellie’s mind flickered back to something he’d said earlier—the same words, the same phrase. She remembered how the inflection had suggested love back then. Now, it was twisted into something far more sinister, and low enough that Cassie, still being held by the door, couldn’t have heard it.

“Yes, everyone,” Paul suddenly shouted, his voice booming as he threw his arms out wide, fists clenched. “She’s right. I did kill Tim Baker. My name is Paul Holloway, and you will remember me.”

Before anyone could react, he opened his fists, revealing something small and metallic. Grenades? No, Ellie had seen them before. Paul threw the parcels to the ground and the room erupted into screams as thick, choking smoke billowed around them. Ellie barely had time to react before Paul’s grin disappeared into the swirling cloud. Coughing, her eyes stinging, she rushed around the side of the pool table, waving the smoke from her face, trying to keep her focus. She couldn’t let him get away.

But then he was there, right in front of her, emerging from the smoke with that same dark grin. “What, you thought our story was over?” he sneered, grabbing her arm with a vice-like grip.

Ellie gasped as he dragged her back, her vision blurred by the smoke. Somewhere, she heard Angela shouting her name, her voice sharp with fear. But Ellie couldn’t answer—the smoke was suffocating, thick in her lungs. Her chest burned, and then there was a rush of fresh, cold air as Paul dragged her closer to the edge of the stairs. She stumbled, swinging forward as if about to fall, but Paul’s grip tightened, yanking her back just before she went tumbling.

Her heart pounded, and she clung to him, her fingers instinctively gripping his arm to stop herself from falling. “It’d sound quite neat, wouldn’t it?” Paul mused darkly, his voice low, dripping with malice. “He killed them all by pushing them down the stairs.”

Ellie’s feet scrambled for purchase, her toes brushing the edge of a step through her shoes. “Not very interesting though, is it?” Paul continued, his grip loosening just enough for her to regain her footing. “Repetitive…”

Her feet finally found solid ground, but before she could pull away, there was a loud banging on the other side of the door. “Paul, it’s me!” Cassie’s voice hissed through the smoke, desperate. “I got away. Are you in there?”

Paul’s grin widened, a twisted expression that only deepened the pit in Ellie’s stomach.

“Paul?” Cassie called again, panic rising in her voice. “Paul?”

After a moment, Paul took a deep breath, considering. Then, with a smirk, he opened the door and yanked Cassie inside. For a fleeting second, they stood together in the darkness, while chaos erupted outside. Ellie could hear the shouting, the pounding of feet, but the thick door and the smoke kept them isolated.

“Let’s make sure they don’t disturb us,” Paul muttered, sliding a bar across the door that locked them in. He turned back to Ellie, his eyes gleaming with something dark and final. “Time for a little lock-in…”

“Well, go on then!” Paul barked at Cassie, his tone sharp with impatience. “What are you waiting for? Get down there.”

Cassie raised her hands, still bound. “My hands are cuffed.”

Paul let out an annoyed sigh, as though this was merely a minor inconvenience in his grand plan. With a quick turn, he pulled out something Ellie couldn’t see and sliced the cable tie clean in two. Cassie rubbed her wrists, her expression unreadable. Ellie braced herself, unsure what Cassie would do next.

Without a word or even a glance, Cassie grabbed Ellie roughly, half-dragging, half-pushing her down the cold, uneven stone steps into the freezing cellar. The damp air hit Ellie like a wall, the temperature plummeting as they descended. After everything—after spending so much time trying to uncover the truth of what had happened to the two men who hadn’t made it out of this place alive—Ellie almost wanted to collapse and kiss the floor, grateful that, for now, she hadn’t met the same fate. The last thing she might have seen could have been the chipped, badly painted red-slate tiles of this dank basement.

Behind them, a second door slammed, the sound followed by the rattle of chains and the click of heavy locks.

“There!” Paul exclaimed, sounding pleased with himself. “Nobody is getting in here, so… how do we get out?”

For a moment, Paul seemed to forget Ellie was even there. He paced quickly, muttering to himself, trying to form a plan. The tension was mounting. “Don’t just stand there!” he snapped at Cassie. “Look for a way out. This is a pub—there’s always another door in and out of these places.”

But Cassie stood frozen, shocked, not moving an inch. Paul, growing more exasperated, waved a hand in front of her face. “Hello?” he called sarcastically, then rolled his eyes and started searching the stone walls himself.

“Need a hand?” Ellie asked, her voice cutting through the tense silence.

Paul froze, glaring at her out of the corner of his eye but said nothing.

“You know,” Ellie said, her voice calm, “this would make a funny picture right now. Almost like a silent movie mime sequence.” She watched Paul hover at the wall, his frustration evident, but she continued. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? After all your camera trickery, your projections, and your retouching of the truth, it was the candid moment when you thought nobody was watching that really gave you away. That’s when you showed just how good you are at weaving a story.”

Paul’s jaw tightened. Ellie knew she was pushing him, but she couldn’t stop. Tilly’s words echoed in her mind, reminding her of something the retired medium had told her. “When did your story start to feel out of your control, Paul? Was it when you killed Tim? Or was it before that, when you started feeling in over your head with the hauntings? Or maybe it was even further back, in the '80s, when you were just a boy, sitting in the shadow of your father’s success?”

“Shut. Up.” His voice was low, the words a dangerous hiss.

“You’re the son of a man who made the history books,” Ellie said, ignoring his warning. “That’s your ghost. And what did you learn from it? You could have been inspired⁠—”

Paul cut her off, sneering. “Turn up at the right protest at the right moment, you mean? He got lucky.”

Ellie tilted her head slightly, eyes narrowing. “So, why did you look up to it so much?”

Paul’s snarl deepened, his voice dripping with bitterness. “Much it mattered.”

“The protest,” Ellie murmured.

"The history. My father's name, attached to that moment, recorded forever. Not a ghost, but eternal life. Immortality." Paul's voice had taken on an edge of fervor as if he truly believed that his father’s legacy had somehow transcended death.

“All great ingredients for inspiration,” Ellie continued, her voice steady but growing in strength as she followed Paul around the room, always three steps behind him as he searched for a way out in the stone walls. “Yet somehow, you’ve used it to justify why you get to lie, cheat, steal... and weave dreams.”

Ellie glanced at Cassie, who had wandered over to the wall, pressing her hand against the cold stone, only to stop there, motionless. Paul, too consumed with his escape plan, hadn’t noticed.

"Wake up, Cassie," Ellie said quietly. "Paul wanted to live forever, but you just didn’t want to live alone… do you even know how you got here?"

Cassie stared at her hands, then up at Ellie, her expression a terrifying blank. Ellie could only imagine the turmoil going on inside her head—the confusion, the fear—but she didn’t want to. For the first time since meeting Cassie, there was no bravado, no front. She looked like a cornered animal, unsure of what was real, not knowing who to trust. Ellie could almost sympathize. It was how she’d felt ever since the investigation had started—ever since those black words had appeared. Life would have been simpler if it had just been black mould because Handy Steve didn’t have tutorials on how to handle hostage situations.

“Move,” Paul grunted, suddenly grabbing Ellie by the arm and shoving her back into the centre of the room. His strength surprised her, though it made sense. Years of lugging around heavy equipment had built him up, and she realized he wouldn’t have needed much force to shove Tim or George either.

As Ellie stumbled, catching herself, she noticed Cassie again. The way she peered through her hair at her, the smallest flicker of something in her eyes—uncertainty, maybe. Cassie’s gaze seemed to be asking, Really? You mean it?

Ellie held her breath, hoping her own expression conveyed the message she wanted: that yes, she did mean it, and that she was sorry. Sorry that Cassie had no family, that the one person she’d clung to all these years had clung right back, sinking his claws in deep. Sorry that Cassie had been naive, ready to believe Paul’s lies for two decades, tangled in his web of manipulation. And proud, in that strange, quiet way, to witness the moment when something clicked in Cassie’s eyes—when certainty replaced the doubt.

Cassie sped up, but her movements had changed. Her hands weren’t scanning the walls anymore; her eyes were. Darting from one side of the room to the other, cautious, calculating, her head barely moving, her gaze always shifting from the corner of her eye.

Paul didn’t notice. Why would he? He’d never doubted that Cassie would follow him blindly, because she always had. But Ellie saw something different now—she saw someone breaking free. Paul, oblivious, was just a man scrambling for his own survival. That’s all he had ever been.

Ellie realized something in that moment. Paul wasn’t really a person—not in the way people normally were. He was just survival instinct wrapped in the shape of a man, and he would do whatever it took to succeed. Cassie might’ve been his one loyal companion, but Ellie no longer saw the charm or charisma Paul once feigned. It was all hollow. He’d sell out anyone, even Cassie, to save himself.

As much as Ellie wanted to believe in the clarity she saw in Cassie’s eyes, she couldn’t shake the trust she now placed in the cold, sharp nothingness in Paul’s. She’d seen those kinds of eyes before, working in the film industry—the ones with no light behind them, just a vast absence. She had always known to keep her distance, to never stare too long into them. There was nothing there, and that was the most terrifying part.

“Find something to tie her up, Cassie!” Paul barked over his shoulder, too engrossed in his phone to even look at her. “We can take some pictures, send them up for leverage before this goes nuclear. I wish I’d paid more attention to Harold’s waffling—he might’ve told me another way to get out of this damn cellar.” He glanced around again, his eyes darting frantically over the stone walls he’d already scoured.

“I... I don’t know what to do...” The words were quieter this time, almost a whisper as panic set in. Paul’s eyes flitted around, wild and desperate, as if he were waiting for someone to come and take over. “I don’t know what to do!” he repeated, louder, his voice breaking.

Suddenly, Paul doubled over with a scream, frustration bubbling over. He grabbed a chair and started smashing it against the floor in a fit of rage, the splintering wood echoing off the cold walls. Amidst the chaos, Cassie, cool as anything, calmly walked over and threw a bucket of something onto him. The liquid splashed over Paul, drenching him. Cassie’s hands shook slightly as she let the metal bucket clatter to the floor. From her pocket, she pulled out a small box of matches.

Paul stared at himself, stunned. “What did you throw on me?” His voice was low, almost disbelieving. He looked down at his soaked clothes. “Answer me, Cassie. Answer me now!” His voice grew louder, more urgent. “Answer me! Speak! Why won’t you⁠—”

“Not another word,” Cassie cut him off, her voice cold as she slowly drew out a match, flicking her thumb against it but not lighting it yet. “I don’t want to hear it anymore... ever again.”

Ellie’s eyes widened as she glanced past Cassie and saw the empty lighter fluid cans discarded on the floor. She hadn’t noticed in the heat of Paul’s rage, but Cassie had. Somehow, she’d been able to move silently, methodically. Ellie marvelled at how long Cassie had gotten used to working in the margins, unnoticed.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Paul growled, but his bravado wavered, his eyes locked on the match in Cassie’s hand.

“I’m not sure what I’d do right now,” Cassie replied quietly, staring at the matches in her hand, her voice soft but sure.

Paul's demeanour shifted, his voice lowering. “But I love you, Cassie. Don’t let Ellie poison you against me.”

Cassie’s gaze didn’t falter. “George and Meredith love each other,” she stated, her tone dead, just like the look in her eyes. “Makes sense why you made sure I didn’t like them. You didn’t want me getting close with Dr Marsh either, did you? And then there was sweet Tim, who couldn’t see what you were. I knew it even then—how couldn’t he? You knew I had a crush on him. A silly thing, something that would’ve passed, but you couldn’t let it.”

Paul’s lips parted, but Cassie lifted the match higher, daring him to speak. He clenched his jaw, the muscles tightening as if it pained him to stay silent.

“Instead of letting it pass,” Cassie continued, her voice gaining momentum, “you spread a rumour. Said Tim and I were betraying you behind your back. I never understood why. You explained it, said you were upset, wanted to know what it would feel like in case it ever happened. But now, I see... You did it to make yourself the victim. You made Tim and me win back your friendship. You made him prove his innocence. We were both too scared to even talk to each other.”

She paused, her hand trembling slightly but keeping the match raised. Ellie watched, her breath held, as Paul remained frozen, a battle waging behind his eyes.

“That’s when you started the frauds,” Cassie continued, her voice firm, clear. “After you overheard Meredith nattering on about something that went bump in the night. And what was that throwaway comment you kept repeating? ‘Meadowfield can be the centre of a new dawn,’ but you didn’t mean for the village—you meant for yourself.”

Ellie could feel the weight of the truth bearing down, the room growing smaller around them. Cassie’s hand hovered, the match still unlit. Paul stood there, his face tight with restrained fury.

“You used Tim’s reputation and his studio. You used me. I went back and got that camera for you. I covered your tracks, and destroyed things without question, because I believed in the big lie—that you didn’t push Tim Baker. That John Pritchard possessed him, and you woke up to find Tim dead on the floor. And why did you say that?”

Cassie’s eyes, deadened from years of betrayal, burned into Paul’s.

“Because you knew I’d believe it. And you knew I’d help you hide.”

“Yes, and didn’t it work perfectly for thirty years?” Paul sneered, just as Cassie’s hand twitched, about to strike. He moved with lightning speed, diving at her, tackling her to the ground. The matches flew from her hand, skidding across the stone floor. Paul pinned her down, his eyes wild. “You’ve lost your mind!” he shouted, his voice dripping with disbelief and anger. He turned his head to Ellie, still holding Cassie down, his breath ragged. “None of this would’ve happened if it wasn’t for you... for thirty years, everything worked… until Meadowfield Books decided it was time for its tricennial redecorating. You just had to strip it all back, didn’t you? Couldn’t have slapped on a new coat?”

Ellie’s heart pounded, but her voice stayed steady. “Some cracks can’t be smothered over,” she replied, the realization dawning. “Oh, that’s why this is all happening now. You knew we’d uncover the message, and interest in the case would pick up again. It was only a matter of time before people…” Her gaze drifted to the locked door, imagining the pub on the other side, the chaos she couldn’t hear, but knew was erupting.

She and Paul stood on opposite sides of the puddle of lighter fluid, with Cassie motionless on the floor between them. Paul took a step towards Ellie, his movements slow and deliberate. Ellie closed her eyes, trying to centre herself, an instinct urging her to stay calm… a whispering voice from the past, one she hadn’t heard in years. Then, in her mind, a flash—*not real*, but a memory.

She opened her eyes. “The flash,” she said aloud. “Meredith saw a bright light. That’s the last thing she remembers. You dazzled her with the flash from your camera, and then…?”

“She did the rest,” Paul replied, a dark grin tugging at his lips. “Had a seizure, hit her head on the bird bath. Looked like an accident. I knew she didn’t see me. Besides, I would’ve finished her off if she woke up.”

Ellie felt the urge to correct him, to break the news that Meredith had survived, but she held back. It wouldn’t change anything now. Instead, she shifted the conversation. “So, you tried to kill Meredith because you wanted people to believe the rumour?”

“Leaving little room to prove or disprove it,” Paul said, sounding almost proud of himself. “And while they tried to figure out if they could, I could make my next move. Hiding in plain sight, just like always, right in Tim’s studio. The police only ever spoke to me as a character witness for Tim’s mental state, and yet I was right there at the pub that night. They talked to Cassie longer. And when I noticed their fascination with Meredith starting up... well, even the police could be swayed.”

He laughed, a short, sharp sound that echoed off the stone walls. “It was all just too easy… and it always has been, and always will be, because there are always people like you, Ellie. And Cassie. And Meredith, and every other sorry sucker in this village, who are just so desperate to believe in pointless justice, in codependent love, in guiding hands from the other side.”

He sneered, his face twisted in mockery. “What does any of that matter after you’re dead? Those people, they fade away. But history, Ellie... history leaves most people behind.”

"You can find a story of history anywhere. You just have to ask people," Ellie said, her voice cutting through the tension in the room.

Paul smirked, stepping closer. “I don’t want to be anywhere, Ellie. I will be everywhere, because history, since at least the time of the photography techniques I gratefully—what was it you said?—‘stole,’ has had quite the obsession with serial killers.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a switchblade, flicking it open with a practised hand. The sharp metallic sound echoed ominously. “Now, I was talking to that mouthy woman who runs the overpriced cheese shop, and she said you need three victims to be considered a serial killer. But four? That gives you a real shot at being remembered…”

He wiped the blade on his shirt, seeming to forget, or maybe not care, that he was covered in lighter fluid. “Can you believe they give that information away for free on a podcast?” He chuckled, shaking his head like it was all a joke. “I heard George isn’t doing so well. He’ll make number two any day now.” Paul bobbed the knife between Ellie and Cassie, pausing dramatically. “Which means you two get to be numbers three and four.”

He pointed the blade to himself, his face alight with sick amusement. “I did consider a murder-suicide, you know, but I’d rather stick around for the trial. Always looked fun on TV.”

Then, almost casually, he snapped his fingers, like they were having a normal conversation. “Ever work behind the scenes on court stuff? No? I can’t hear you?” He leaned in, putting the blade to his ear, mockingly. Ellie tried to speak, but the fear choked her words, leaving her croaking. She swallowed hard and finally managed to get out a “No.”

Paul sighed, disappointed. “That’s a shame. We don’t allow cameras in criminal courts in this country, do we?” He ran the knife through his thin hair, fixing it, as though preparing for a grand entrance. “Let’s hope they hire a decent courtroom sketch artist.”

Paul continued to ramble, his thoughts turning inward. “You know, I’ve thought about how I’ll pose when I walk in and out of court. Those pictures are important—the press, Wikipedia, and all that.” He was lost in his fantasy now, completely oblivious to the reality of the moment. Ellie’s eyes darted to the side, catching the slightest motion.

Was it Cassie? No, she hadn’t moved.

Ellie looked back at Paul, who, still deep in thought, muttered, “A full tuxedo with a cape and red lining—sure, it’s on the nose, but it adds to the occasion, don’t you think?”

There it was again—movement. This time, a shadow, creeping towards Paul. Ellie’s heart pounded as she tried to keep her focus on him, fighting the urge to look at the shadow. She glanced again, her eyes flicking back and forth, but this time, Paul noticed. He didn’t whip around, though. Instead, he rolled his eyes, annoyed, and checked his teeth in the reflection of his blade before pointing it at Ellie once more.

“I’d say it’s not personal,” he said, his voice dropping, “but if I’m being honest, I’ve wanted to kill you for a while.”

The movement was closer now—a figure emerging in the dim light. Ellie’s breath caught, and that familiar voice whispered again in her mind: Keep him talking. Just try.

“What was the exact moment?” Ellie asked, her voice trembling but steady enough to keep his attention on her.

Paul smiled, almost touched by her question. “You really want to know? It was when you turned down my offer for that portrait. Do you know how many people ask me for free pictures? And you know what…” He tilted his head, studying her like she was nothing more than an object. “You’re really not as pretty as I overheard that teacher say you were when we were taking those headshots.”

He inhaled deeply, savouring the moment, then raised the knife. The large, dark shape moving behind him loomed closer, right in his blind spot. Paul sighed again, scratching the side of his head as though this was all a mild inconvenience. “Sorry, I’m sorry, I’ll get there, I promise. I’m not stalling, but… do you think I’m stupid?” His tone shifted, sharpened. “Do you think I’m going to fall for the oldest trick in the book? There’s something behind me in a locked cellar, I turn and look, and in that split second, you pull out whatever you’ve got clutched in your palm and try to overpower me?”

Ellie slowly opened her hand, revealing nothing but the imprint of where she had unknowingly been digging her nails into her skin.

“Want to know a little secret?” Paul leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper, dripping with malice. “It’s a little twisted.”

“Surprise me,” Ellie muttered, feeling numb.

“Well,” he said, smiling through the tears that inexplicably formed in his eyes, “even after silencing Meredith and taking back the equipment... there was a blind spot. You know, like in driving.”

He grinned at her, the madness flickering in his eyes. “I saw your backpack,” he admitted. “The one you’re wearing now. It was on the floor by the door, and I knew I didn’t recognize it, but I’d seen it before. Combined with Cassie banging on about the door being open... I should’ve ripped that place apart. We’d never have gotten here. Who were you there with?” He narrowed his eyes, probing. “I can’t imagine you broke in alone.”

Ellie felt a strange sense of offence rise in her, despite everything. She understood—it was Paul's intention to make her feel small.

“I was there with Sylvia,” she said.

“Mouthy cheese lady?” He groaned, disappointed. “She would’ve rocketed my profile no end. Shame. But now…” His smile returned, wicked and gleeful. “Now, I get to have my cake and eat it. I get to live on, and…” His voice dropped to a whisper, dripping with satisfaction. “Killing the girl who figured it all out after the police had me in their grasp? Perfect, don’t you think? I can’t fall. I’m literally invincible.”

He started advancing toward Ellie, the knife held out, the distance between them shrinking. “Any last words?” he asked, a mocking grin on his face. “I’ll make sure to quote you accurately, but if that teacher boyfriend of yours wants to hear them, he’ll have to buy the book like everyone else. Leave your last words after the beep,” he said, holding the knife out like an answering machine. He was still far enough away that he couldn’t reach her, but another step and he’d be within lunging distance.

Ellie took a breath, feeling the weight of the moment. She leaned in, locking eyes with Paul. “You probably should have killed me while you had the chance.”

Paul blinked, his expression faltering for the first time. “As I expected. Disappointing. You had one last chance to make your mark, and you threw it away. Shame... you almost had me thinking you were as smart as me with all that stuff about weaving dreams.” He sighed, but then something shifted in him, like a decision made on a whim. “But you know what? I’m feeling generous. You only committed your third murder once, so… you can have a second take.” He smirked, as though this were all a game. “I’ve never stabbed anyone before, which makes my kills inconsistent, but…” He glanced around the cellar, pointing at the cold stone walls. “At least all the victims will be in the same location. That’ll look neat.”

Ellie choked on her breath, realizing Paul was about to turn around, to finally notice the figure moving behind him. She now knew exactly what—*or who*—was behind the black shroud creeping up on Paul.

He pretended to rewind the knife, like it was a camera, and held it out again, daring her. But Ellie smiled.

“You’re not going to stab me,” she said, her voice steady, her eyes locking onto his.

Paul froze. His expression went blank, and every muscle in his face twitched violently.

"You're not understanding," Paul whined, his voice high-pitched, almost childlike in its frustration. “Imagine this written down—*you’re not going to stab me*—then I make this ugh sound,” he mimicked a lazy forward stab, “and I stab you, proving you wrong.” He shook his head, his face contorting with mock disappointment. “Try again, last go. Get this wrong, and it’ll be the difference between an open and a closed coffin.”

Ellie’s smile spread slowly across her face. “Turn around.”

Paul’s laugh bubbled up as he hunched over, brandishing the knife. He looked at her like she was an amusing sideshow. “I don’t think they’ll believe this when I tell them. And I thought I was the crazy, deluded one,” he chuckled, tickled by the absurdity. “I told you!” he cried out, his voice rising, the impatience dripping off him. “And I’m getting tired of repeating myself. What part of⁠—”

“Then don’t!” a voice interrupted from the shadows, one that didn’t belong to Ellie, Paul, or Cassie.

In an instant, a black sheet wrapped itself around Paul with a terrifying force. For a split second, Ellie caught the confused, wide-eyed look in his eyes before Tilly’s voice rang out, “Give it some welly, Harold!”

With a violent yank, Paul was pulled back into the darkness, disappearing as if he’d been dragged into the depths of hell.

“You alright down there?” Tilly called, striding into the room and flicking on the lights. She surveyed the scene, her hands on her hips, a satisfied grin spreading across her face. “Glad you kept the lights off. I finally got to put my soft-step childhood ballet training to good use, possibly for the last time,” she added with a conspiratorial whisper. “If I’d sent Harold down alone, we’d all be dead by now.”

“Where are the police?” Ellie asked, her breath catching up with her.

Tilly laughed. “Oh, if you’re waiting for them to save you, you’ve probably already given up. They’re up there arguing about red tape and which experts to bring in. John Pritchard did one good thing, though—he built the tunnel.”

Ellie looked down into the tunnel where Harold was wrestling with Paul, who was thrashing wildly, slipping in and out of the water that had pooled below. Ellie dropped down, scrambling to help Harold, but Paul wouldn’t stop wriggling, fighting like a cornered animal.

“Where does the tunnel lead?” Ellie asked breathlessly, trying to hold Paul down.

“It goes out to the other side of the road that cuts through Meadowfield,” Harold grunted, struggling to keep Paul still. “He can’t get away. Not now.”

But Ellie’s mind raced. It had been better when Paul was contained, advancing on her with the knife. Now he was loose, slipping through their grasp like a ghost that wouldn’t stay down. And he couldn’t get away.

“I can’t,” Ellie said, pulling away from Harold’s grip. “He needs to be stopped. He’s been waiting thirty years to let this part of his mind take control. The seed was planted when he got away with murder, and he won’t get away now.”

“Ellie, stop!” Harold cried as she broke into a sprint.

But Ellie couldn’t stop. Thirty years was a long time to plan something. But how could he plan for what no one ever talked about? Then, the memory hit her—the well.

She turned on her heel, her heart pounding as she set off just in time to see Paul sprinting headfirst. She caught up, and there he was, clinging to the edge of the well, hanging on for dear life. His fingers dug into the stone, but he didn’t look scared. His face was twisted into something more sinister, a taunting grin curling on his lips.

“Go on,” he coaxed. “Do it. One little nudge of your shoe and you’ll give my story the ending it needs. It had to be you.”

Ellie stared down at him, her chest heaving. “Even if I’m not that smart or pretty?”

Paul hesitated, then smiled, unable to resist the game even now. His grin widened as he dangled over the edge, waiting.

"Oh, there it is," Paul sneered, though his voice wavered as his fingers began to lose their grip on the edge. "You really do hate me. Should be easy..." His breath hitched, his body trembling with the strain. He was slipping. "I can't pull myself up, but it can't end like this... I just... didn't see... I'm slipping, Ellie. I'm slipping." His words trailed off into a strained whisper, his fingers clawing desperately at the stone.

He didn’t reach out for help, and Ellie didn’t offer it. They both knew what was happening.

“I’m not going to hold on much longer,” Paul gasped, his voice cracking with frustration and fear. “So if you’re going to be a coward... if you’re not going to do what’s right, at least tell people you pushed me. You’ll forever be the woman who slayed me.”

Ellie’s eyes stayed on him, steady and calm. “I did earlier when I saw the light return to Cassie’s eyes,” she said, her voice even. “I don’t need that kind of credit to my name.” She crouched down, bringing herself to his eye level, her expression thoughtful. “You know,” she continued, her voice quiet but cutting, “for a man who believes so little in the afterlife and mocks people who do... you are just a little obsessed with your life after death.”

Paul’s face faltered. For a split second, something flickered in his eyes—uncertainty. It was brief, but Ellie saw it. He slipped, his body jerking downward, his fingers scrambling for purchase one last time. He made no sound as he fell, and the silence stretched, endless, until a dull thud echoed from the bottom of the well.

“If he’s lucky, he made it,” Harold said, pulling Ellie back from the edge, his voice thick with relief. “And if we’re lucky... on second thought, I hope he does make it. At least until he’s off the property. This cellar’s at full capacity, and the only spirits we’ll be serving from now on are⁠—"

“Oh, give it a rest, Harold,” Tilly interrupted, her soft ballerina steps padding down the tunnel towards them.

“Yes, Mother,” Harold muttered, subdued.

Tilly walked right to the edge and peered into the darkness, squinting as if she could see straight down to the bottom. Ellie, watching her, half-wondered if Tilly might throw herself in after Paul, but instead, she stepped back with a small, confident nod.

“He’s not dead,” Tilly concluded.

“A feeling?” Ellie asked.

Tilly tapped her hearing aid, which let out a soft whistle. “No… just a little help from science amplifying the whimpers of a pathetic man who won’t admit how much pain he’s in from…” She paused, listening closely. “What I’d guess are several broken⁠—”

“Seal it up!” Paul’s whiny echo called from the well. “Leave me here to die.”

“Yesterday, I might have,” Tilly said, shuffling away and tugging Ellie’s sleeve to follow. “Today, I’ve decided to reclaim my integrity. We’ll call you an ambulance, and we’ll see how much you enjoy your trial.”

As they walked away, Paul's self-indulgent sobs echoed behind them. Tilly remarked, “Now then, Ellie, I’d like to say I didn’t see this coming, but would you believe me if I foresaw a similar outcome—minus the well, of course, and my involvement—from the first moment we met?”

“How?” Ellie asked.

Tilly held back a knowing smile. “Well, youngsters like yourself always think they’re doing a great job hiding what’s really going on in their minds, but even a polite girl like you wouldn’t have humoured my son as long as you did. You were desperately trying not to let us see how much the truth meant to you.”

“I think I was trying not to let myself know either.”

Tilly sighed softly. “Ah, yes. I remember that feeling, too. One day—different for everyone—you decide you’re going to do what you’re going to do, and if you believe in it enough, there’s very little that can get in your way.” She glanced back at the well’s opening as Harold hurried to catch up. “Just make sure to look into the future from time to time, so you don’t tunnel yourself into a direction you never intended. More often than not, it’s hard to come back…”

Ellie squeezed Tilly’s arm. “But not always. Sometimes that tunnel isn’t a dead end at all, but a circle, taking you back to where you started—older, wiser…”

They reached the ladder and looked up to see DS Angela Cookson staring down at them, torch in hand, visibly furious. But Ellie had more pressing matters on her mind. She turned to Tilly and asked, “You’re not one hundred and one, are you?”

Tilly chuckled as she scooped up the black shawl that had catapulted Paul through the trapdoor to his destiny. A twinkle lit up her eyes. “I’m eighty-nine. But I’ve been passing for one hundred since before there was a two at the beginning of the year. It always widens people’s eyes at readings. They assume I know everything, that I’ve seen everything—but most days, I’m no wiser than a child. What gave it away?”

Ellie glanced back at Harold. “Your son,” she said. She hadn’t stopped to do the math, but if Tilly had really been that old, she’d have been in her late fifties when she had Harold. “It just didn’t add up, and my gut knew it.”

“It usually does. We know the devil is in the detail, but we rarely know what we’re supposed to be looking for until it’s too late. But sometimes, just sometimes,” Tilly said, patting Ellie’s hand, “someone sees what’s going on as it’s happening.”

“Still feels thirty years too late,” Ellie murmured.

“Dear, it came just in time for everyone when they needed it the most.”

“Almost makes you believe everything happens for a reason,” Harold said, catching up.

“No,” Tilly replied, adjusting her shawl before letting the officers help her up the ladder. “Meadowfield’s devil is at the bottom of a well. I’d say be gentle with him, but he doesn’t know the meaning of the word.”

“He always seemed gentle with Cassie,” Harold added.

“Because you were watching, and he knew what mask to filter himself through,” Ellie said, reaching up to grab Angela’s hand. “Another trick.”

“One he’ll be practising on his fellow inmates for the rest of his life, safely away from us,” Tilly said, heading towards the light pouring in from the top of the stone stairs. “Now, enough talk about all this cheap phantasmagoria! I might not be one hundred and one, but this is well past my bedtime.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


The next morning, the Drowsy Duck buzzed with newfound energy. Sylvia had spread the word, and the pub had become an exhibition of truths exposed. Harold was explaining the tricks behind the cold spots, while Tilly demonstrated table and light illusions, wowing the crowd with how many uses pumps and pressurized air had. A video of Paul and Cassie by the pool table looped quietly in the background.

Dr Marsh approached Ellie. “Thanks for not including the experiments.”

“I didn’t have them to include,” Ellie replied. “And in the end, they weren’t relevant. They weren’t what killed Tim.”

Dr Marsh smiled. “It's nice to hear that reason lives on. I was getting worried about the world I left behind, hidden out in my rural conservatory. But I understand why I made the decisions I made back then. I was scared."

"Scared of losing your club?" Ellie smiled back. “I read your letter. A lot of time has passed, but you were right about what ghosts are. You said they exist to show us what life is—lessons. You wouldn’t make the same mistakes again, would you?"

Marsh’s smile faltered. "I didn’t think so, but... I planted that device. I hired Joey. I slipped right back into 'at all costs,' like no time had passed. I thought I was better than that."

Ellie glanced around the pub, letting the hum of conversation wash over her. “Maybe we don’t learn those hard lessons once. Maybe they keep coming back until we do.”

"Perhaps you're right." Dr Marsh’s face softened. "You know, when I lost my sight, I was almost relieved. A part of me thought Tim would come back for me—not publishing my evidence when I should have felt like a betrayal." She ran her fingers along the worn pool table felt. "And somehow, I still miss those days. Even now, knowing the truth about Paul, who he really is... I can’t help but wonder how things would have turned out if that rogue element hadn't been there."

Ellie raised an eyebrow. "Sounds like another kind of haunting."

Dr Marsh nodded, patting the pool table. "I’d agree with that hypothesis." She paused, considering. "Which leads me to one possible conclusion. One possible cure."

Oliver popped up beside them. “Gin and tonic?”

Dr Marsh laughed, her milky eyes softening. For the first time, Ellie saw the younger version of the scientist—the woman she’d been before Tim's death.

“Life,” the doctor said.

Later that afternoon, Harold was beaming, proudly showing off the fact that his mother had officially made him the manager of the Drowsy Duck. It seemed to surprise most of the regulars, who hadn’t realized this wasn’t already the case. Tilly, however, had quietly retreated into her back room, not without tipping her head to Ellie before disappearing from view.

“So, are ghosts real?” Oliver asked, leaning against the bar.

Ellie let out a sigh, her patience thin. “I never want to hear that question again. I can’t answer it. Don’t know, don’t care.”

“That’s disappointing,” Oliver said with a frown.

“What, you thought Meadowfield was going to be the centre of an afterlife revolution?” The voice came from Meredith, who was being wheeled in by Joey. Her voice was soft but held a spark of dry humour. “I wanted to come down and... support,” she added, glancing almost hesitantly at Maggie. "Only if I'm welcome?"

Maggie, on the verge of tears, nodded. “Always have been, and I shouldn’t have made you think otherwise."

Meredith gave a small, sad smile. “And I shouldn’t have expected you to stretch so far when all I really had was a story about a light... and a feeling.” She closed her eyes, reflecting for a moment. “I’ll always know in my heart it was my brother, but maybe, just maybe, it was a headlight.”

Her eyes opened, steady and calm. “But a real, living person killed Tim Baker,” Meredith added quietly. “George will be pleased to hear that when he wakes up. There’s uncertainty in his voice, but he’s still alive.”

Ellie nodded, then admitted, “I never found out why Paul pushed George.”

Meredith shrugged lightly, her voice firm. “I’m not interested in looking for answers to things that don’t matter to me. At this stage, hearing what Paul Holloway thinks is the last thing I want.”

Ellie couldn’t agree more.

Joey stood sheepishly by as Meredith and Maggie headed off for a long-overdue catch-up. He shifted nervously before turning to Ellie. “I, uh... I just wanted to apologize again, you know, for all that museum stuff.”

Ellie smiled softly. “It’s fine, Joey. You’re forgiven. Stupid mistakes get made when we’re not ourselves.” She gave him a reassuring nod. “I’m giving you a second chance.”

Joey’s eyes lit up. “Really? So... I was wondering if you fancied...”

Ellie’s smile froze for a second, but before she could say anything, Joey quickly blurted out, “...if you fancied coming on a double date with me and Oliver?”

Ellie blinked in surprise. “What?”

“It’s not official,” Joey added hastily. “I said I wouldn’t ask him until I spoke to you about it.”

“Oh, Joey,” Ellie said, laughing as she ruffled his hair.

Just then, Oliver appeared again, his eyes scanning the room. “Look at that…” He nodded toward the bar. Ellie followed his gaze and saw his mother, DS Angela, standing there. Carolyn, Ellie’s mother, seemed to be on the verge of going over, her hesitation obvious as Penny subtly nudged her forward.

“Hostage situation a bridge?” Oliver asked, smirking.

Ellie watched as Carolyn backed off, shaking her head before walking away. “Another day,” Ellie muttered.

“Maybe,” Oliver agreed, though his tone was doubtful. “Unlikely.”

Ellie turned to Joey, grinning. “So, Joey, are you going to buy me a drink, or do I need to flutter my lashes?”

While Joey took Oliver to The Old Bell, Ellie stayed at The Drowsy Duck and slid onto the stool next to Angela at the bar. The detective took a sip of her chilled white wine, glancing around the pub. “You know, I’ve never spent this much time here in all my life as a Meadowling. Rough around the edges, but actually...” She paused, surveying the surroundings. “Without the exploding lightbulbs and Ouija boards, it’s still a dump—but it’s less annoying now, and the drinks are cheap.”

"Sorry about earlier," Ellie said. “Remember when you said you didn’t want a return of Blackwood House?”

Angela gave a dry laugh, raising her glass to toast. “Technically, nobody fell down a well back then. If only we'd known he'd have smoke bombs."

"I saw him using them at a photoshoot days ago," Ellie admitted, clinking her glass against Angela’s after Harold slid a second wine in front of her. “Is he still alive?"

Angela took another sip, her tone casual but firm. “They had to scrape him up, but he’ll live. Fractured his pelvis and everything below, though.”

Harold, ringing the bell for last orders, chimed in with his usual flair. “Every cloud has a silver lining,” he said, leaning over the bar. “Between us, I couldn’t stand that he made my pub his local. But funnily enough, he was one of the regulars who didn’t cause any trouble—as long as he stayed away from the cellar…”
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Later, back at her mother’s house, Carolyn was still ushering people in, excitedly showing them the clips she'd captured, even as the early hours crept in. Ellie stepped outside as the sun began to rise, taking a deep breath of the cool morning air.

Her mother appeared beside her, arms crossed, watching the horizon. “For all my filming efforts,” Carolyn mused, “we didn’t even capture the real story going on.”

“There is a story there, though,” Ellie replied, half-smiling. “You spent a week with a murderer, Mum.”

“I did, didn’t I?” Carolyn wrinkled her nose in disgust. Then, suddenly, her eyes lit up. “Oh, I did!” She grabbed Ellie’s arm, her excitement bubbling over. “Ellie! You’re a fountain of ideas. First, the reality show idea, and now—oh, you’re right! It’s my calling to make a film about Paul Holloway!”

“That’s... not quite what I said,” Ellie tried to interject.

“No, no, don’t worry. I’ll give you credit. Half credit. We’ll discuss later!” Carolyn was already rushing back inside, calling for Penny to grab a pen.

Ellie shook her head, looking up at the sky as the first rays of sun stretched across the horizon. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed movement from the neighbouring house. Daniel’s nan was glaring down at her from an upstairs window.

“Don’t you know what time it is?” the old woman barked, her face stern.

“Absolutely,” Ellie called up, trying not to laugh. “Sorry!”

With a huff, the window slammed shut with a thud.

And then Daniel appeared at the next window, tired and drowsy, squinting down at Ellie. “Hey, Ghostbuster,” he croaked.

“Hey,” she replied. “I busted them all. Well, most of them. Some... I don’t mind if they stick around.”

Daniel blinked, confused. Ellie smiled and asked, “Any chance I could re-do the assembly? You know, knowledge is power.”

“I’ll sort it out,” Daniel mumbled. He rubbed his eyes, still waking up. “Listen, about what happened at the disco with the cardboard cutout—I’ll ask them to get rid of it.”

“No,” Ellie said, surprising herself. “In a weird way, once I got past the fear, it was actually kind of... nice to see him.”

Before Daniel could respond, his nan’s window fired open with a bang. She leaned out, glaring down at them. “What did I just say? So help me, Daniel—ask the girl out or go back to bed!”

She slammed the window shut with such force that a flurry of birds scattered from the nearby electricity wire. As the first grey light of dawn began lifting the night’s darkness, Ellie looked back up—but Daniel was gone.

“Chickened out… yeah… he does that,” Ellie sighed. "Me too."

After everything, she knew she was just going to walk back inside and let it be. But then the back door creaked open, and Daniel appeared, still in his pyjamas, flattening his sticky-up hair before slipping on his glasses.

“The way my nan said it made it sound like I hadn’t already asked you out.”

“Have you?” Ellie asked, raising an eyebrow. Then she admitted, “I keep trying to ask you out, but you’re always busy.”

He laughed. “That’s because you’re spontaneous, and you usually want to do it when I’m already committed to something for my nan.” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “She doesn’t have anyone else. I don’t need to explain why.”

Ellie winked. “Pretty sure I’m growing on her.”

From upstairs, they both heard a loud snort. Daniel glanced up and grinned. “It’s about time we upgraded the single-pane windows.”

Then, more earnestly, he looked at her. “Ellie, do you want to go for breakfast at the Giggling Goat tomorrow? And if Sylvia or your gran or anyone else shows up… can it just be the two of us?”

Ellie smiled, her heart skipping just a little. “Breakfast. Tomorrow at the Giggling Goat. Table for two. I’ll see you there.”

With that, she turned and walked around the corner, heading to Luke’s bench. She sat down, looking out at the school and the church as the sun stained the sky like milk splashing into coffee. For the first time since the message, peace.

WE SAW IT ALL.

MEREDITH FENTON KILLED TIM BAKER.

Another distraction, and possibly their biggest swing. And it had almost worked.

“You saw it all,” she echoed, allowing herself one big grin while she was alone, settling into that peace. “But so did I.”


Chapter Thirty


On a frosty October morning, the Driving Safety Assembly was in full swing, and Ellie found, to her surprise, that talking to a room full of eager children was easier than she’d expected. The kids were curious, open, and respectful. It had been explained that Ellie was close to Luke, but she wasn’t there to rehash the details of his motorbike accident.

“Today, I wanted to tell you the story of Luke Thompson," she began, feeling the cross-legged children leaning in, along with the teachers standing around the edge. "You all know his name, I’m sure, and what happened to him outside the school on that awful day." She glanced briefly towards the bench but didn’t let her gaze linger. Turning back to the hall, she smiled. "But today, I wanted to tell you things about him you might not have known. Things like how I always cram my foot into an uncomfortable position when I'm reading, or that I have a birthmark on my right arm, or that I love hot buttered toast more than most foods. White bread—I don’t care if it’s fancy." The children laughed, and Ellie felt herself relax.

"Things that might not seem important, but they’re the silly little details that make us who we are… human. So, if you listen carefully, you might leave here today feeling like you know more about Luke than you did before, and that’s how we can all help keep him alive for another thirty years."

She caught sight of Willow watching from the back with the teachers, smiling warmly. George was there too, with Meredith and Maggie, all offering their silent support. Ellie should have felt nervous, but after twelve years of thinking about this moment, it felt almost natural.

“He grew up not too far from here,” she continued. “He loved football, Oasis, and his family.” She glanced at Willow, who smiled encouragingly. “He didn’t like history homework, he was allergic to peanuts, and he broke his big toe when he was six.” Ellie paused, then asked, “How many of you have had something like that happen? Maybe you love football or have broken a bone?” Hands shot up eagerly across the room. “That’s who Luke was. A Meadowling, a friend, a son, a brother, a boyfriend…” She smiled, but then her words faltered. She wasn’t sure what to say next, as if she'd hit a wall. "Luke was… he was…"

Her eyes drifted to the side, and she spotted the cardboard cut-out of Luke in her peripheral vision.

“Luke was here,” she said, her voice steadying. “And now, he isn’t, and that makes me sad, but it’s important that we remember those taken from us.” Her tone grew more serious. “And to notice the lessons that are left behind in a person’s absence. Everyone's story has something to teach us, even the ones that end in tragedy."

And even the bad ones, she thought to herself.

As the deputy headteacher thanked her for her time and the police prepared to deliver some hard statistics, Ellie caught Daniel’s eye. He gave her a thumbs up and a heartfelt smile—a small but genuine gesture that seemed to fill the hall.

But as she looked out over the sea of soft, innocent faces, she wondered if another Cassie or another Paul was sitting among them. She wasn’t going to go there, though. There was no way to know. And like Tilly had said, you know what to look out for afterwards. Looking back on Paul, the signs had been there from their very first meeting.

[image: ]


Later in the foyer, teachers and adults lingered, chatting quietly while the children played outside on the playground. George, still recovering from surgery and seated in a wheelchair, rolled up to Ellie. He shook her hand with a firm grip and said, “You should be proud.”

“I’m proud of him,” Ellie replied, glancing at the cutout.

George smiled. “I taught Luke in high school, you know. Funny thing—he actually did like history after all. He just didn’t like the homework.” He paused, looking thoughtful. “Truth be told, I always thought you and Luke were wrong for each other—like most teenagers, really.” He looked over at Meredith, who was giggling about something with Maggie, the two of them like schoolgirls, and his expression softened. “But sometimes, that’s exactly why it works.”

Ellie smiled, then asked, “How are you doing?”

“I’ll be back on my feet in a few months,” George replied, patting his leg, “but more importantly, I got my wife back—in more ways than one.”

As he began to wheel off, Ellie called after him, “How did you figure out Paul was the one to push you?”

George hesitated, then turned, a shadow crossing his face. “In the end, I had a feeling I couldn’t ignore… and couldn’t explain.” He gave her a knowing look, then rolled away, leaving her with that thought.

Maggie appeared at Ellie’s side, her eyes bright. “I’m proud of you,” she said warmly. Ellie loved seeing her gran like this—smiling, socialising, still hiding the limp from her hip, though there was a noticeable spring in her step now.

Maggie exhaled, her expression softening. “Thank you for bringing Meredith back to me.”

Ellie shook her head. “I didn’t do that.”

Maggie gave her a look. “No, you did. You travelled all the way to the other side, with evidence as your guiding light, and you brought her back.”

“I just followed the trail," Ellie said quietly.

Maggie squeezed her arm. “And you did it splendidly."

"A few more steps and I might have fallen through a trapdoor."

"Then you're coming to understand what life is all about," Maggie said, checking her watch. "Timing. Knowing when to stop, when to start, when to leave, and when to stay. Speaking of… I’m going to lunch with Meredith and Maggie. Want to join us?”

Ellie considered it but shook her head. “Actually, all I want to do is what we should have been doing this whole time. Getting on with the decorating."

"And we will when I meet you at the bookshop later.” Maggie turned to go, but Ellie stopped her.

“Random thought, but during the assembly, I remembered the first thing Paul said to me." Her gran turned back, listening closely. “It was in Tim's studio when I first talked to Cassie. He came in and asked if I was there to cause trouble.” She shook her head and added, "Part of me wonders how I didn’t notice, but how could I?"

"You did, in the end,” Maggie said. “But I’ll say what I said this morning over breakfast—Paul Holloway was a man desperate to be caught. Which only makes me glad the story didn’t go beyond the local papers. No Wikipedia page, no headlines. Just… another forgotten story."

Ellie nodded. “But in Meadowfield, where men like John Pritchard still walk among us, I’d be surprised if anyone forgets Paul and Cassie. And if they do, it’s down to people like us to keep the records.”

That thought reminded her. “I’ve got a box to drop off at the museum first.”
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Ellie caught up with Charles at the museum, where he eagerly took all of her notes and copies of the evidence that had led to Paul’s arrest, carefully organizing them into the archives.

“Strange to think someone will look through this one day,” Charles said as he finished labelling the folder: The Holloway Files – 1994-2024. He looked up, brow furrowed. “Even stranger that, despite all these records and evidence, Ellie Swan’s name is nowhere in any of it... nor did it crop up in any of the limited press.”

“That’s just how I wanted it,” she said, before adding, “though I didn’t pull it off alone. Sylvia used one of her ‘many media’ contacts and once again proved that having a busybody reputation makes her the perfect guardian angel. I never wanted to be associated with Paul Holloway ever again.”

Charles raised an eyebrow, curiosity piqued. “What did happen in that cellar, anyway? People are saying wild things.”

“Of course they are.”

“I heard he was... performing? Tap dancing? And doing magic tricks?” Charles asked, half-serious.

Ellie weighed it up for a moment, then nodded. “That more or less covers the gist of it.”

Charles laughed, shaking his head. “You’re mad, Ellie. I wish I had a friend like you."

“Oh, sweet Charlie, you do have a friend like me.”

Charles leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “I could really use one, you know,” he said, almost conspiratorially. “The house is just so big... think she’d help if I asked?”

Without hesitation, Ellie replied, “Even better—if you don’t want to ask her yourself, I’ll ask for you.”

Charles chuckled. “Sylvia’s not the only one with contacts, you know. But it’s nice to see you’ve turned your reputation around.”

Ellie paused for a moment, reflecting. “Maybe I’m just paying it forward. I was accused of murder once, for calling off a wedding weeks before an accident. I’m realizing, the older I get, I’ll never forget what that felt like—not being able to explain the truth when all people wanted to do was scream a lie at me.” She smiled faintly. “I’ll never forget it—and I don’t want to.”

“A noble motivation,” Charles said, tilting his head. “You’d make a good lawyer.”

Ellie laughed at the idea. “Don’t become a career advisor, Charlie. It wasn’t about being noble, just clearing the air.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a letter. “You won’t find my name in here either. But I recently learned the power of a frank confession whispered down the ages.”

“What’s in it?” Charles asked.

“Two things. One side’s all the signs I wished I’d spotted with Paul. The other is a wish—that if this case ever becomes relevant again, they don’t focus on Paul. I understand why everyone is, but I want the focus to be on Tim. The photographer who never got his chance to fully shine, though his final picture will live on.”

Charles leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “I’ve heard it’s already being included in a book about solved cold cases.”

Ellie sighed. “And you won’t find my name in there, either. Honestly, I almost wish that final image didn’t exist... because they’ve given Paul exactly that—a lasting image. When really, the cautionary tale lies with Cassie and how far someone will go to feel loved.” She folded the letter carefully. “But for now, let the dust settle. The future will decide.”

She smiled at Charles. “If you ever make it to the Giggling Goat, tell the owner Ellie sent you. There’ll be someone friendly there. And don’t stay cooped up in that big house.”

Charles nodded, his smile warm. “You’re right. It is a bit big for me.”

Ellie stroked Eddie on the way out, Duchess trotting happily behind, having become firm friends with him. Penny was waiting by the door, smiling as she approached. “Thanks again for doing the walk.”

“Anytime,” Ellie said with a grin, “as long as you promise to relax and not lift a finger for my mother... or anyone.”

“What about for the nail tech?” Penny joked, showing off her freshly painted nails. “Haven’t had a pedicure in ages, though Carolyn’s going to notice and wonder…”

Ellie chuckled. “We both know that unless those nails start affecting her life, she won’t notice a thing.”

“That’s true,” Penny admitted. Then, lowering her voice, she added, “But Carolyn has noticed the jewellery thinning out.”

Ellie frowned. “I thought Angela got all the stuff back that Paul took?”

“She did,” Penny said, a little more gravely.

Ellie sighed. “Well, I suppose she couldn’t keep living off the fruits of a divorce forever... Don’t worry, Penny. It’ll be alright.”

“Are you sure?” Penny asked, her concern evident.

“Nobody can be sure,” Ellie replied, “but if I’ve learned anything from the past, it’s that my mother always lands on her feet. She’ll be fine.”

Penny hesitated, then grumbled, “You know, your mother’s not as tough as you think. Her makeup isn’t her only mask.” She quickly added, “Don’t tell her I said that.”

Ellie smiled. “Your secret’s safe.”

“Besides,” Penny said, her voice lowering to a whisper, “things might be looking up after an email I read this morning. It came through her business account—she hasn’t seen it yet.”

Ellie raised an eyebrow. “What kind of email?”

“They sent out proposals for a film based on what happened here and... well, this email seems too good to be true.”

“Why?” Ellie asked.

Penny leaned closer. “I recognized the logo—IronHawk or something. It’s the company you used to work for before they were bought out. And if this is real... your mother might still get her big comeback yet. This could be bigger than Heatherwood Haven ever was.”

Ellie smiled softly. “Now, wouldn’t that be a twist?”
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"Not my circus, not my monkeys," Ellie muttered to herself as she walked into Meadowfield Books. Her gran, Maggie, was already there, having beaten her back after lunch with Meredith.

“You’re talking to yourself again. Don’t tell me monkeys are on the loose. First ghosts, what next?”

“No,” Ellie joked, “not unless Mum’s been cast in a Planet of the Apes remake I haven’t heard about. It’s nothing... yet. Although, I just heard a whisper that a studio might be interested in her.”

“Do we call asylums studios these days?”

“Considering what happened across the street...” Ellie quipped. “But, you know, I can usually spot when Penny’s just going along with Mum’s delusions, but when Penny comes up with the idea first⁠—”

“It’s usually rather sound.”

“Exactly.”

Maggie grinned. “Well then, I’ll fetch the champagne for when your mother jets off to Hollywood before the year’s over.”

She then pivoted, her hand slipping into her pocket. “Guess what’s in here.”

Ellie sighed, tired of cryptic clues. “Just tell me.”

Maggie pulled out a small badge, handing it to Ellie. “It’s a manager badge. You don’t have to wear it, it’s more symbolic. I almost gave it to you in the pub the other day because I wanted to say my piece in front of everyone, but I didn’t want to steal Harold’s thunder. Never seen him smile like that.”

Maggie’s tone softened. “I know I’m stuck in my ways, and I’m so stuck that I won’t change that. So, it’s not going to be my way anymore. It’s your way when it comes to Meadowfield Books. Remember what I always told you—it's called Meadowfield Books because it’s for the people of Meadowfield. You’re the next generation, Ellie. I’ve had my time.”

Ellie felt the weight of the moment. “I still want your input, Gran. I like your ideas.”

“Then I’ll keep giving them. But that badge,” she tapped it gently, “lets us both know where the book ends. With you, Ellie. This is your bookshop now. From my mother, to my sister, to me, and now to you. I had a horrible realization that in my attempts to turn back the clock, I was haunting this place. So, you do what you think is best, and I’ll support you.”

Ellie hesitated. “What if I don’t know?”

“You will.” Maggie’s eyes softened with trust. “You know I wouldn’t pass the baton to just anyone. No one else qualifies. This is what you do—details, history, books. One decision at a time.” She flipped through a catalogue. “That blank wall,” she gestured to the one where the graffiti had been uncovered, “I’ve put stars next to the wallpapers I like, but the choice is yours. Well, away you go.”

Maggie handed the brochure to Ellie and quietly backed into the back room, where soon the sound of the kettle boiling filled the air.

After holding up a few samples to the wall, Ellie decided to snap a picture of the one she liked best: a sepia countryside mural that mirrored the rolling hills surrounding their quaint village. Handy Steve would’ve called it “bringing the outside in”—something he’d had to do when he turned Mr. Bean from an outdoor country cat into an indoor sixth-floor “just until I get back on my feet” flat cat, after winning him in a court battle.

She took the picture, but before locking her phone, a notification slid down—a job alert in her field.

Well, her previous field.

The longer she stayed away from the deadlines of TV shows, dodgy directors, and egotistical actors, the more that world felt like another dream, slipping away. A dream where she convinced herself she didn’t deserve a home or a family.

Ellie long-pressed the app icon until it shivered, the delete button enticing her from the corner of the screen. She’d once relied on it to get her life back on track, just like Handy Steve had with his cat. But now, as she looked around the shop, even with so much left to do, she knew she’d made the right choice.

Without hesitation, she deleted the app.

Clipping the manager’s badge onto her shirt, she felt a surge of pride and purpose. Meadowfield Books had been part of her life for as long as she could remember, and now it was hers to take care of, to build on, and to grow. She pulled out her pad, flipping to her list of ideas. Joey had put the fear of failure in her, but she was determined to make sure this shop didn’t take its last gasp. She’d been handed the baton, and she’d one day pass it on in better shape than it had been given to her.

“It’s understandable you didn’t want anything too spooky today after the last few weeks,” Maggie said, appearing with a muffin in hand. “So, I asked Oliver to make you a cute one.”

Ellie glanced at the muffin, which had a smiling, winking pumpkin on top. “Happy Halloween,” Maggie said, before adding with a wink, “Hopefully no more scares.”

“Too late.” Ellie pulled up the brochure, flipping to a page. “I’m horrified to know why you left a mark next to this wallpaper.”

“Because ducks are cute,” Maggie said, “when they’re not drowsy.”

Ellie shook her head. “No ducks. And not this one either.” She turned the brochure to show a woodland scene. “Really, Gran? I’m pretty sure not all of these figures are wearing clothes.”

Maggie squinted through her reading glasses. “Ah, yes. This is why I need you.”

Ellie laughed. “After seeing your choices, I understand why there were so many loads of wallpaper.”

“Well,” Maggie mused, “we still have a few scraps of each. Why don’t we start there? I know we’re not supposed to be going backwards—New Era, Ellie’s era—but it could be a starting point.”

Ellie hesitated, unsure of how to react. Maggie, sensing it, said, “You didn’t like any of them, did you?”

“I didn’t hate the green one with the flowers?” Ellie offered, almost under her breath.

Maggie muttered, “Well, you had a chance to say something at the time.”

“Did I?” Ellie countered, raising an eyebrow. “The way I remember it, you ordered enough to cover the whole of Meadowfield and asked if I liked it when the first few pieces were already up.”

Maggie paused, a faraway look in her eyes. “I did used to do that, didn’t I? What was I going through in my fifties?”

“That would insinuate you’ve changed.”

Maggie chuckled. “You’re going to make us conduct every decision through endless checklists, strategies, and breakdowns now, aren’t you?”

Ellie, pulling out her notepad overflowing with sticky notes, waved it teasingly. “This is how you get organised.”

“Well, I suppose things are getting done, though I wish we'd made the Halloween opening. I was looking forward to making the window all spooky, but… actually, that’s the last thing the village needs.”

Ellie nodded. “So, we’ll open for Christmas. Whether that’s early or at 11:55 p.m. on Christmas Eve—nothing will get in our way.”

Maggie glanced at Ellie, her concern hidden behind a soft smile. Two months. Ellie knew they didn’t have any other choice. The little money they had left for materials, with Joey’s help, was quickly running out. By Ellie’s calculations—something Maggie had never done, despite her meticulous bookkeeping—they needed to start making a profit soon, or they might not make it to the new year. But they would work hard. Harder than ever.

“Next episode of Handy Steve?” Maggie asked, eyes twinkling with curiosity. “I want to know if Steven’s lawyer agrees it’s unrealistic for his ex-wife to expect visitation while she’s also filing for a restraining order against him.”

“Restraining order?” Ellie raised an eyebrow. “He hasn’t mentioned that yet.”

Maggie nodded, leaning in. “I couldn’t resist skipping ahead. Almost wish I hadn’t, but we’ll get to that once they restore the windows. Until then, back to Steve’s thoughts on picking complementary neutrals for the retail space. I think I understood some of the words I just said.”

“We’ll figure it out together,” Ellie assured her, pulling a postcard from her bag. “This came this morning—from Dad.” The card was from the Scottish Highlands, and Ellie passed it over to Maggie, noting her father’s almost calligraphy-like handwriting. “He says he’ll be home for Christmas.”

Maggie glanced at the postcard, her interest mild. “Your father’s always been a man of few words.”

“Well, he had a couple more,” Ellie said, flipping the card to show the cryptic postscript. “P.S. If I’m still welcome at ‘Granny Maggie’s,’ could you find out—without asking her?”

Maggie looked up, amused. “I’d say you’ve already failed that brief, dear.”

Ellie shrugged. “I’m not ready to jump into another mystery just yet. What’s going on, Gran?”

Maggie hesitated, her expression softening. “This is what I was going to tell you... but I was waiting until Peter came back.” She sighed, glancing at the P.S. again. “I’m not surprised he wants to know. Given what ‘your father’ did before he left... well, I almost can’t believe he has the nerve to ask.”

She smiled, pushing past the tension. “Tell him to come. We’ll clear the air over turkey.”

Ellie nodded, though the weight of her father’s return lingered. Maggie’s tone shifted back to its usual lightness. “So, where were we? Oh yes—Handy Steve.” She glanced at Ellie with a wink. “I'm sorry for skipping ahead, and⁠—"

"Spoilers, Gran!"

"Oh, we really never cared about those in my day!" Maggie threw her hands up in defeat. "All I'm saying is, you’ll never guess where this is going."
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