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c. 476 AD 

Serpentine is turned during the decline of the Roman Empire, marking the start of a long, secret existence.

(Book 4: The First Kiss)

Mid-1240s AD 

Alistair is turned at age 17 by Seraphine during a brutal medieval conflict.

Dorian, now around 20, is turned by Celeste shortly after his abduction years prior.

(Book 1: The Hollow Thirst)

January 23, 2014 

Beneath the Veil begins. Ancient secrets resurface in the modern world.

Late April 2014  Alexis is scratched by a werewolf, beginning her transformation.

Late April–Early May 2014  Alexis conceives Lyra with Danny (Alistair).

August 22, 2014 Beneath the Veil ends. Alexis discovers she is pregnant in the epilogue.

May 2015  Lyra is born.

(Book 2: Beneath the Veil)

Late 2020 – Mid 2032 

Howling Shadows spans twelve years. Lyra is 5 going on 6 when it begins and grows to 19 by the end.

At the end, Lyra dies and her vampire side activates—her aging then stops permanently at 19.

(Book 3: Howling Shadows)
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They say the dead are silent. Yet I still hear her in the wind—sometimes low as breath over embers, sometimes sharp as a blade drawn too fast.

She was my sister. My companion from the cradle. My only kin in a world that had no use for girls like us. Dust ground into our skin. Soles worn thin. Hands split by cold and hunger. We owned nothing but each other—and the stars we chased from the roofs when sleep would not come.

She trusted the old stories. The ones sung by firelight, half warning and half promise. I trusted her.

We were born into the margins. Raised where voices were meant to stay small. Our village did not need us, so it learned not to see us. The great houses called us vermin. The priests spoke of mercy, but it weighed as much as coin. Still, we dared to hope.

She swore we would leave one day. Find warmer ground. A kinder sky. She laughed when she said it, as though laughter itself might keep the frost away, as though hope and the heat of our joined hands could outrun the cold.

At night we climbed the stone and rope of the church tower, ascending heights not meant for children just to stand higher than the world. She would point at the stars and name them wrong on purpose, daring me to argue with her while she claimed she would be a queen with a crown made of light. I never corrected her when she promised that I would stand beside her, sworn to her name, but then one night she was simply gone. There was no cry and no sign of struggle, only an empty place beside me and her ribbon stirring in the morning air where it remained knotted to the bedpost like a promise left unfinished.

They said she fled and that girls like us always vanish in the end, but I knew better because I felt the truth that something had taken her—something that did not walk as we do. I searched until my feet bled while begging the villagers to help, only to have them turn their faces away and claim I had drawn ill fortune by calling to what should remain asleep. One old woman spat into the dust to warn me that the forest keeps what it claims, telling me that if I spoke her name again, the dark would learn mine, yet I shouted it anyway until my throat tore and my knees gave way.

I burned every candle I had beneath the trees and left bread at the roots she loved while I spoke to the wind and the river, bargaining like a fool for them to take me instead and give her back. She did not return while the days passed and the silence hollowed me, carving out places in my soul I did not know I could lose. When I finally had nothing left to offer the world, he came.

He did not wear the shape of a beast. He looked like deliverance. Tall and pale and wrong in a way the body feels before the mind understands. His eyes held the hour between light and dark. His voice slid softly, sweet and heavy, and he said he had heard my calling. That he could lift my pain from me.

I wanted him to be true, for want can be stronger than wisdom, so I studied him with a pounding heart while the air seemed to bend around his presence. Something ancient, patient, and cruel waited for me to understand, lingering until I reached for hope before twisting it away. “You are made of harder stuff,” he whispered against my soul, “and you will endure.” I thought of flight, of striking, or of screaming the village awake to warn my mother, yet the hollow weight of my own loss kept me still while grief held me fast.

He drew me beneath the moon with a care that felt like a claim long awaited, and I did not see the sun rise. When I finally woke, the world felt altered in ways I could not yet name, the air laying heavy on my skin while a predatory hunger stirred where my thoughts should have been. I knew only that I had crossed a line I could not step back over, my mouth tasting of an iron that belonged to neither of us. He called me by a name that was not my own, claiming the first belonged to a girl who cried for what could not answer her and telling me I should be grateful to have survived her.

He told me to forget and to loosen my hold on the past, but I tried as one tries to stop a flood with bare hands, knowing the water would never obey. Forgetting is not mercy; it is internment, a way of placing the dead inside yourself and calling the silence peace. Even now, she does not leave me, for I see her in the corner of my eye and hear her voice where the wind thins, feeling the absence she carved into me like a sharp wound. I do not yet know what I am becoming, only what I have lost, so I set these words down—not as a song of love, but as an accounting—so the truth is not swallowed and her name is not the first thing taken from me. This is my story.
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Chapter 1:
Memories
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Smoke drifted from the hearth in slow, lazy ribbons, curling like ghosts toward the rafters. Elira watched them twist from her spot on the floor, legs folded beneath her, hands cupped around a bowl of broth that had long since gone cold. The fire seemed to crackle in half-hearted protest as the wind slipped through the shutter cracks, a winter storm gathering in the air.

She didn’t say anything as her sister sat beside her, with the quietness between them was its own kind of normal for them. Her sister’s cloak had snow on it and smelled of pine needles, which proved she had been out again—early, as always, before their mother woke up. She hummed under her breath, some old melody from the marketplace, her fingers absently plucking at a torn seam in her hem while Elira kept her eyes on the fire. “You didn’t bring anything back?” she said.

“No I wasn’t looking for anything,” her sister answered, light and unbothered. “You should’ve been.” “I wanted to see the sky before the storm came.”

Elira turned toward her. “The sky isn’t going anywhere.” 

“Yes, it will—when the storm comes, you won’t be able to see it.”

A small smile tugged at Elira’s mouth despite herself. “You’re getting worse with your metaphors.” 

Her sister shrugged with a wide grin. “Maybe. But I saw birds this time—three of them, black as coal, heading north.”

“Crows?” Elira responded, confused — they weren’t supposed to be around here this time of year, she thought to herself.

“Ravens, I think. They made that deep sound, the one like a drum.”

“They do that when a storm’s coming.”

“Or maybe they’re trying to warn us about something.”

Elira didn’t answer, her gaze drifting back to the fire as silence shifted around them — warm one moment, sharp the next — and she hated how easily it turned. She hated the cold even more, the way it crept into her bones and her thoughts until everything felt brittle.

Their mother coughed above them, a dry rasp that made both girls flinch, her presence lingering over the house even when she was out of sight—especially in the early hours when everything felt thinner. “She’s getting worse,” Elira said quietly.

Her sister didn’t reply right away; she just reached over, took the bowl from Elira’s hands, stood beside the pot, and poured the broth back into it. “I’ll be going back out later,” she said, settling the ladle on the rim. “We still need to get some bark we can boil before the storm hits, and I saw tracks—rabbit, maybe, or something else.”

“Don’t go far,” Elira said, her voice low, more of a habit than a warning as she shifted closer to the fire.

Her sister wiped her hands on her skirt and stayed by the fire, glancing back with a small, crooked smile. “I won’t. You know I never do.” She lingered there a moment, the lie hanging between them, before turning back to her work.

A lie they both pretended not to hear, as Elira stood, brushing ash and stray fibers from her rough woolen skirt as she pulled her cloak around her shoulders, frayed and patched from long use—before moving to the window that was pressed shut with a crude wooden cover. Through the thin oiled hide she could just make out the gray light outside, the wind rattling the timbers and carrying snow against the edge of the hut.

The light outside was beginning to turn gray, the kind that couldn’t decide between snow or rain, and it felt like the woods pressed close at the edge of the village, their trunks sharp and dark against the white, not yet buried like everything else. A group of boys passed by, cloaked in rough fur, their voices carrying too loudly across the quiet village. One of them glanced toward Elira. She stepped back, pressing herself closer to the cold wall.

Her sister followed Elira’s gaze toward the window, then looked back at her. “Is he still watching you?”

Elira kept her shoulders tight, eyes fixed on the wall instead of looking at her sister. “He’s just looking.”

Her sister let out a small breath, half amusement, half disbelief. “He’s looking at you,” she said, the corner of her mouth lifting. “More than he should.”

Elira shook her head, the motion small, almost irritated. “It doesn’t matter.”

Her sister studied her, really studied her, as if trying to figure out what Elira wasn’t saying. The smile faded. “No,” she murmured, “you just want to pretend you don’t.”

The words drifted between them, slow and uncertain, settling into the room. Elira felt what her sister said more than she realized, and for a moment neither of them moved.

Her sister glanced back toward the window, where the light was almost gone. “I should go do what I said I was going to before the storm comes in.”

A rough cough from the loft broke the stillness, dragging them both back to the cold little hut they lived in. Elira turned toward the ladder, brushing her hands against her skirt as if that might shake the moment loose. “Try not to stay out too long,” she said, her voice low, almost an afterthought, and started up the ladder to check on their mother.

“I won’t,” her sister said behind her, quietly but with a hint of playfulness.

Elira didn’t look back. She didn’t believe her anyway—not with the way her sister’s voice had changed, not with how often she’d been slipping out lately. A part of her was already starting to keep track of how long she’d be gone this time, counting without meaning to.

Elira made her way back down to the floor, brushing her hands along the ladder as she descended and settling onto the rug, the cold seeping through her thin skirt. Her eyes stayed on the fireplace as she thought about the quietness that always seemed to fill the room when her sister left.

Outside, the wind rattled the wooden frame again, sounding like a restless whisper that threaded through the cracks. Elira imagined her sister moving outside—light on the snow, cautious yet fearless in a way Elira could never be.

Night was approaching fast, and from somewhere beyond the walls, a wolf howled—long and loud—a sound that pressed against her chest and set her pulse racing.

Her mother’s cough tore through the house again, loud enough to jolt Elira where she sat. The sound pulled a tight breath out of her before she could stop it. She wished it were only winter making her feel this way and not her mother’s sickness.

The fire flickered, casting long shadows that stretched toward the door as if someone were standing just beyond it. Minutes crept by while she sat on the rug, hands clasped in her lap, knuckles pale, the faint scent of pine from her sister’s cloak still lingering in the air like proof she’d been here only moments ago and was now somewhere out in the cold alone.

When the knock finally came—soft, hesitant—it startled her enough to pull upright, heart fluttering as she rose. “Who is it?” she called, her voice barely above the crackle of the fire. No one answered. Then the wind started up again, pressing hard this time against the wood, and she wondered if she’d imagined the knock at all.

Elira stepped closer, heart still fluttering, and eased the door open, peering into the gray twilight. No one stood outside. The snow lay untouched except for faint animal tracks weaving toward the dark edge of the forest. She called out for her sister, her voice barely more than a breath, but nothing answered—only the quiet and the cold pressing in from the trees.

The fire sputtered low, shadows stretching long across the walls as Elira pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, the chill inside the cottage sinking deeper than the cold air outside ever managed. Her eyes drifted to the worn wooden table where her sister’s gloves lay folded, still damp from the snow, flecked with frost, the faint scent of pine and earth clinging to them, as if she had only just slipped them off. For a moment, Elira wondered if her sister had simply forgotten them in her rush to go out.

She wanted to believe her sister was just out gathering supplies, that she would return soon with stories and small treasures tucked in her cloak, but a stubborn knot of unease tightened inside her. Outside, the wind rattled the oiled cloth over the window, pressing against the cottage as if the coming storm had finally arrived. From the loft above came the familiar rasp of their mother’s cough—harsh, dry, unrelenting.

Elira rose, climbing the ladder and pausing halfway to listen. “Mother, are you okay?” she called softly. A faint, rasping reply drifted down, thin but present, and she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, the sound of her mother’s voice offering fragile comfort.

Back on the floor, the room started getting colder than before. She wrapped her arms around herself, trying to hold back the fear creeping in. Then, from somewhere outside the house—a loud howl tore through the night. The sound rolled through the trees and faded.

Another cry came from outside, but this one was different. “Elira!”—unmistakably human. Her heart seized as she rushed to the door and flung it open. Snow swirled in on the wind, carrying the cry with it. Her breath caught in the cold air as she stared into the dark forest, but no one was there; only a distant howl of wolves answered.

The fire gave a low pop, sending sparks curling up the simple stone flue. Elira turned from the window and tossed another split of wood into the flames, careful not to disturb their mother above. Her fingers ached from the cold despite the heat coming from the fire.

The wind howled once again, carrying the distant creak of branches. Then—a knock, three soft taps at the door. Elira startled, breath catching in her chest. For a moment, the door stayed still as the wind pressed hard against it. Then it creaked open, and her sister stepped inside, cheeks red from the cold, her arms full. “I told you not to go far,” Elira said, releasing a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “You even forgot your gloves.”

“I didn’t,” her sister replied, a playful smirk curling her lips. “You just worry too much; the gloves just slipped my mind.” She kicked the snow off her boots and set down her small haul: a bundle of twigs, a twist of dried bark, and—surprisingly—a pair of shriveled wild apples, half-frozen but still edible.

Elira helped her unpack in silence. Her sister’s icy hands brushed against her, and she gave a conspiratorial grin. “I ran into something strange on the way back,” she said, her voice dropping a little, as though sharing a secret.

Elira looked up, brow furrowing. “Strange? What do you mean?”

Her sister paused, glancing over her shoulder toward the door as if making sure nothing had followed her. “I’m not sure. I thought I heard someone whispering, and when I looked, nothing was there. Just the wind. But something about it didn’t seem right.”

Elira shivered, unease tightening in her chest. “What do you mean?” she asked again, more insistently this time.

Her sister shook her head, a small laugh escaping her lips, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Maybe it’s nothing,” she said. “Just me being paranoid... I think I’m turning into you.”

Elira didn’t answer right away. Her eyes wandered to the door, and for a moment, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was out there, just beyond the safety of their house. Then, with a quick motion, she smacked her sister lightly on the arm. “Don’t say that,” she muttered, half scolding, half laughing.

Her sister must have noticed the sudden tension in Elira’s posture, because she stepped closer and rested a hand lightly on her arm. “Hey,” she said softly, “it’s nothing. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Elira nodded, trying to shake off the fear as she forced a small smile. “Right. Probably just your imagination.” They fell into a comfortable silence as they worked together, Elira pulling down the small bundle of dried herbs from the hook by the hearth before adding it and the bark to the pot while they stirred the broth. 

The scent of herbs filled the room, and the warmth from the fire seemed to push back against everything for once, settling around them like a brief reprieve. For now, it felt like they were safe, though Elira couldn’t shake the thought that gnawed at the back of her mind: what had her sister heard out there?

They sat on the floor again with their backs against the fire, sharing the half-frozen apple. “I keep thinking,” her sister said, “about what comes next, after winter.”

“We have to make it through first,” Elira said. “Then we can think about what comes next.”

Her sister hesitated, chewing on the inside of her cheek. “Do you ever think about what comes after?” she asked, her voice small but trying.

Elira glanced at her, surprised. “I... don’t know,” Elira said, unsure how honest to be.

Her sister’s eyes drifted toward the window. “Sometimes I think about leaving this place—not too far, just past the ridge, somewhere the snow doesn’t fall, somewhere the woods aren’t so thick.”

“And you’d go there alone?” Elira asked, watching the worry flicker across her face.

“I mean... I’d try,” she said, forcing a smile, “sleep in the sun, climb cliffs, maybe even fall in love with someone who isn’t a fisherman with a bad temper.”

Elira laughed softly. “That’s a short list,” she said, though something in her chest tightened at how easily her sister had pictured it without her.

Her sister smiled, but didn’t laugh. “I just... I want more than this,” she said, looking back at Elira like she needed her to agree, “don’t you?”

Elira looked back to the fire, then slowly nodded. “Every day,” she said, though she didn’t say it was impossible.

Their mother stirred overhead again, coughing louder than before. The cough settled over them both, reminding them of the weight they carried.

“Tomorrow, we should check the traps,” Elira said after a moment. “I don’t trust that someone hasn’t messed with them.”

“I already checked them,” her sister said, disappointed. “Nothing, as always.”

“I still want to check them,” Elira said, her voice low. “I’ve been stuck in this house for a few days.”

“Then I’ll come with you,” her sister said, smiling widely.

Elira looked at her. “You’re not planning to run off again like last time, are you?”

Her sister held up her hands, trying to keep a straight face. “By the gods’ oath.”

“You’ve never sworn an oath.”

“I could,” her sister said, with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Just not for the things you want.”

Elira let herself smile, sitting beside her sister for a little while, feeling like nothing was wrong even as the wind outside howled again and the door rattled, and inside the two of them leaned shoulder to shoulder with their legs stretched toward the fire, letting the warmth last just a little longer.

The storm outside beat against the house’s walls with relentless fury, as the wind shrieked through the cracks in the door, causing the oiled cloth over the window to tremble and flap in the cold gusts as the snow swirled wildly.

Inside, the fire’s glow was getting weak, as its flame struggling against the wind that crept into the room as Elira wrapped her arms tighter around her sister, pulling her close, the rough floor offering no comfort but their bodies pressed together to stay warm.

Her sister’s breath was shallow, her teeth chattering slightly. “I hate how cold it gets,” she whispered, voice trembling. “It’s getting worse.”

Elira pressed a hand softly to her sister’s cheek. “It’s bad out there. But we’ll be okay. As long as we have each other.”

Her sister looked up, eyes bright despite the cold. “Do you think Mother will get better? She’s getting worse.” 

Elira swallowed hard. “I don’t know, but we’ll do what we can to take care of her.” 

“Do you think the traps will bring anything tomorrow?” her sister asked, her voice with barely any hope left.

“I do,” Elira said, her tone more hopeful than she felt. “We will survive,” she said, pausing for a moment. “I know we will.”

Silence settled between them again, broken only by their mother’s rasping cough upstairs. The room felt smaller and colder, but her sister beside her kept her steady.

“I’m scared,” her sister admitted, pulling her closer. “Not just of the cold, or our mother being sick.”

Elira shook her head softly and told her, “We’ll find a way,” saying it almost like she didn’t even believe it herself. “We always do.”

Her sister gave a small, wry smile. “You always say that... but sometimes I wonder if you really believe it.”

“I have to,” Elira whispered. “For both of us.” They stayed that way for a while, listening to the wind howl outside with the soft crackle of the fire.

“Remember when we were children?” her sister asked suddenly, voice lighter. “When we used to chase the rabbits near the creek?”

“You were always faster,” she admitted, “I could never catch you.”

Her sister laughed, a brief, warm sound. “I wanted you to catch me,” she said softly, “you just never tried hard enough.”

Elira squeezed her arm. “Maybe I just wanted to let you win.”

“Maybe I wanted to see if you’d let me win,” she said with a smile on her face. The words hung between them, like a fragile promise.

The fire sagged low, its glow dimming. Elira stood up, gathering the last of the wood near the fire. “We need to rest soon,” she said. “Tomorrow will be harder.”

Her sister nodded, eyes heavy. “Promise me one thing?”

Elira turned toward her sister. “Ok what?”

“That no matter what happens... we will always be together.”

Elira smiled, brushing a strand of hair from her sister’s face. “I promise.” Outside, the wolf howled once more, the sound swallowed quickly by the storm. The two sisters huddled closer together once again—holding on to each other.

The fire crackled softly as the night deepened, sending faint embers swirling into the night sky. The wind outside howled louder and louder, but inside the hut, the sisters found a fragile refuge in one another.

Elira shifted closer, wrapping her arms around her sister’s shoulders as the cold pressed down hard and the warmth began to fade. They leaned into each other, sharing breath and body heat, trying to push back the cold seeping through the thin walls.

Her sister rested her head on Elira’s shoulder, voice barely above a whisper. “Do you think Mother will be better soon?”

Elira swallowed, tightening her hold. “She’s strong,” trying to believe herself, “she will be okay.”

Her sister’s fingers traced idle patterns on Elira’s arm. “I worry... that’s all.”

“You don’t have to,” Elira said softly. “We’ll keep taking care of her, just the two of us.”

They sat like that for a while, not talking, letting everything fade for a moment as the rough floorboards creaked above them where their mother shifted in the house, her coughing harsh but less frequent tonight. Elira glanced upward. “She’s resting.”

Her sister nodded, eyes heavy with sleep. “We should get some rest as well; it’s getting late.”

They rose from their spot by the fire and moved to the low bed, pulling a thin blanket between them, their bodies pressed close, seeking comfort against the winter’s bite. Outside, the storm raged on, but inside, the flickering fire and the closeness of family were enough to hold back the dark.

Morning came, the promise of another hard day hanging in the air as the sisters moved quietly through the dim kitchen, careful not to disturb their mother’s uneasy sleep while Elira checked the small pot of broth, its warmth a slight comfort. “We should get going,” she said.

Her sister nodded, pulling on her cloak. “I’m ready.”

The snow crunched beneath their boots as they stepped outside, each step sinking deep enough to tug at their legs and slow them, but they kept moving through the heavy morning quiet, their pace steady despite the cold pressing in.

Together they checked the traps, their hands numb from the cold, nothing was caught yet, but they didn’t they didn’t lose hope, and after a moment her sister’s voice came quietly, “Elira... when this ends, I still want to go.” she said with a serious look. “I meant what I said.”

Elira smiled faintly, glancing toward the distant hills barely visible through the falling snow. “Me too.” The days ahead were uncertain and hard, but as long as they had each other — and their mother still with them — they would keep fighting.

The next few days slipped by slowly, with the soft coughs from their mother in the background, mingling with the sharp crackle of the fire and the occasional scrape of wood on stone, the outside sky was a dull, with a relentless gray, heavy with the threat of more snow around the corner, but inside life clung on.

Elira and her sister moved through their chores, the traps by the creek offering little more than a few small rabbits or the occasional bird, their baskets barely weighted anything as they continued with the rest of the morning’s work. The snow made gathering the wood harder than usual—branches snapping underfoot or breaking when being lifted, but every scrap counted, one late afternoon, Elira found her sister seated on the floor near the fire, her fingers weaving thin strips of bark and slender twigs into a small basket. “You’re getting better at that,” Elira said softly as she settled beside her, careful not to startle her.

Her sister looked up, with tiredness in her eyes dimmed by a small smile as she said, “I’m trying, I want it to last, maybe one day I’ll make something that last longer, something that carries more than just twigs.”

Elira’s lips pressed together, a sharp pang twisting in her chest as she whispered, “You will get there eventually,” her voice barely above a whisper with a thin curl of smoke drifting lazily from the fire, its glow casting flickering shadows on the rough wooden walls while the wind whispered through the cracks and sent faint drafts that made the candle flames waver.

Her sister paused in her weaving, fingers still. “Do you think Father ever imagined this life for us? The cold, the hunger... the waiting?”

Elira shook her head slowly, eyes fixed on the uneven edge of the basket. “No, he wanted a better life for us.” Words slipped out. “But he left us.”

Her sister lifted her head. “I know we’ll make it somehow.”

Elira reached out, her hand brushing her sister’s hair. “Together.” They sat close, the warmth from the fire keeping them warm. The worn shawl they shared smelled faintly of smoke and pine, frayed at the edges, but they treasured it all the same.

Her sister’s voice was quieter now, almost a whisper. “Do you ever dream of a life beyond the village?”

Elira thought for a long moment, then nodded. “Yes, all the time.”

Her sister’s lips twitched into a sad smile as she murmured, “I still think about running away from here, and getting far away from here, but every time I picture it I can’t see where I even go.”

Elira’s gaze drifted toward the gray sky beyond the cottage. “Maybe one day we’ll be in a place where the sun feels warmer, where the trees don’t crowd the land, with fields wide and untamed, a place where a person can finally breathe.”

Her sister sighed softly, eyes misting. “I want that more than anything.” A crackle from the fire was the only sound for a moment, the storm outside threatening to break down their hope, but it still held.

Elira shifted, pulling the shawl tighter around both of them. “We’ll make it through.”

Her sister leaned her head on Elira’s shoulder. “I hope so.” They stayed like that for a while with the firelight against them as the world outside was dark, the two of them holding on to each other, as the fire’s glow began to flicker, casting long shadows across the house walls, as the outside snow began to fall heavier now, until it felt almost unnatural.

Elira and her sister stayed pressed close together, the shawl wrapped tight around both of them as if the fire alone could keep them warm throughout the storm. “Tomorrow, we’ll need to check the traps again,” Elira said softly, breaking the silence. If the snow continues to fall like this, snow will bury the traps.

Her sister nodded, eyes flickering toward what little light remained outside, where the world had already begun to slip into the night. “I’ll go at first light—just rest, you already do enough for us.”

Elira shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips despite everything. “No, we go together — it’s safer that way.”

Her sister’s gaze sharpened, a flicker of unease crossing her features. “You worry too much.”

“Maybe. But I can’t shake this feeling... the thing you said last time.” Elira’s voice was low, almost a whisper.

Her sister glanced back at her, concern knitting her brow. “Like I said, it was nothing.”

Elira looked toward the dark corners of the room. “I just can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong.”

For a moment, her sister said nothing, then she gave a tight nod. “I know, but everything will be fine.”

Elira’s heart tightened as she looked back at her sister, with the small comfort of the fire no match for the unease curling in her chest as she whispered, “We just need to be careful.”

They pushed themselves up from the warmth of the fire, the quiet broken only by the wind brushing against the walls. As her sister gathered a few scraps to store away, Elira’s eyes drifted toward the window, catching the faint marks in the snow outside—tracks not made by animals, too deliberate, too cautious. She frowned, then asked quietly, “Did you see those?”

Her sister paused, following her gaze as the wind pressed against the walls again, rattling the frame like it was nothing. “No, what is it?”

Elira shook her head, her voice barely above the fire as she said, “I’m sure it’s nothing,” the wind pressing against the frame like something she couldn’t shake

Her sister’s fingers stilled for a moment, a steadiness in her voice that didn’t quite hide the tension beneath it as she murmured, “We’ll keep an eye on it.”

Elira nodded with a tight swallow, the fear still rising in her throat as she murmured, “Together,” the night deepening around them as the wind banged at the walls like it wanted a way in, dragging at the oiled cloth over the window and moaning low through the trees and around the chimney while Elira stayed awake, listening to it scrape and shift against the house until exhaustion finally pulled her under.

She was up before dawn, the fire long dead and the last of the wood cold in the hearth, her sister still asleep, curled beneath a worn blanket with her arm hanging off the edge of the cot, peaceful and unaware, Elira watched her a long moment, they needed each other, especially with their mother far too weak to help, she didn’t wake her—not yet, dressing in silence as she stepped outside, careful not to disturb the snow around the footprints, but they were already gone, swallowed by the storm in the night.

She exhaled, breath curling visibly in the air, maybe it had been nothing, maybe, and by the time her sister joined her, rubbing sleep from her eyes as she stepped into the cold, the traps had yielded little—just a half-starved hare and an old spring that had snapped with the frost, “Nothing,” her sister muttered in frustration.

“We’ll manage,” Elira said, though her stomach was already aching from hunger, they walked the perimeter of the clearing to try to find something before returning home, and that’s when Elira found it, a small strip of cloth nearly buried under the snow near the tree line, black and tattered on one edge as if torn from something, she picked it up, fingers cold and trembling.

Her sister frowned, eyeing the cloth with a tightening breath, “Someone must’ve dropped this... or someone got dragged through here.”

Elira nodded slowly, feeling the unease deepen. “Yeah... I just hope whoever it was managed to get out.” They stood in silence for a long moment, then her sister took the cloth and turned it over in her hands.

“Could be someone from the settlement,” she muttered, though the words didn’t sound like they brought comfort.

Elira’s voice was soft, tinged with unease. “Maybe... but we don’t even know who this came from, and that’s what scares me.”

Her sister lowered the cloth and looked toward the outline of the trees. “We can’t be sure who this belongs to.”

Elira sighed, feeling the weight of the quiet settle between them. “We need to be careful.”

“I know,” her sister said, but there wasn’t much strength behind it. That night, they made sure the door was fastened tight. Her sister tucked the cloth into her coat, and they both kept their eyes on the tree line, listening for anything that didn’t belong.

They didn’t say much on the walk back, and by the time they got home the night was already settling in, the fire still dead like it had been that morning, the lamp in the corner doing most of the work. Her sister kept the knife close as she settled down again, the hilt resting against her palm. Elira still felt it—whatever had been out there, sitting heavy in her chest, making it hard to breathe.

By morning, the world outside was a smear of white, snow piling high against the walls and swallowing the trees. Elira watched it from the fire, chin tucked against her knees, as the fire cracked in the grate. Her sister stirred behind her, half-asleep. “The storm just keeps getting worse,” Elira said without turning.

“It can’t last forever.” Her sister yawned, stretching. “We’ve been through worse.” But something in her voice sounded hollow, as if she didn’t truly believe it. They stayed inside most of the day, rationing what little they had left, sewing patches into worn clothing. The wind howled like a wounded animal, but beneath it, Elira could tell something wasn’t right... she didn’t say it aloud, didn’t want to frighten her sister.

That night, as the hut fell silent, Elira lay in the bed closest to the door, wide awake and unable to sleep, her sister offering to stay awake with her but Elira refused like she always did. She kept her eyes on the window, watching the snowy night as the firelight flickered, and hours passed before a creak came—louder this time, but not from inside, from just outside the wall.

Her body tensed, and she was up in an instant, slipping on her coat and grabbing the fire iron from beside the fire because she didn’t want to leave her sister, but she had to. Elira moved toward the door and pressed her ear against it, a knock, a single, quiet tap.

“Elira?” Her sister’s voice was small behind her. “What is it?”

Elira turned, lowering the fire iron slightly. “Stay here and don’t move.”

But her sister was already sitting up, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

She nodded, then opened the door slowly, but no one was there, just the untouched snow. The night was silent, but Elira could feel something was off, and she took one step outside—then another—as cold air rushed against her skin, the storm just finished but something colder still running down her spine, and then she heard it, a faint female cry that made her heart nearly stop.

“Elira!” It sounded like her sister—was it? The voice was muffled, distorted by distance. “Elira, help!”

She turned to run back inside, and the bed was empty, her sister was gone. “No,” she whispered, stumbling through the snow. “No—no, no—” The prints were fresh, as if someone had been dragged away, and she followed them blindly, legs starting to ache, eyes darting between the trees. The trees started to thicken, and the light from the house began shrinking behind her, another scream rising from the forest — closer now.

Then she saw her between the trees, struggling to get free, and someone cloaked in black held her by the arms, their face hidden beneath a cowl. “Let her go!” Elira shouted, her voice cracking as she sprinted forward, the fear was gone now, replaced by rising anger, her sister trying to reach for her sister as the person dragged her backward, as the snow kicked up around them.

“I’m coming! Just hang in there!” The person glanced back at her—and for one harrowing second, Elira saw his eyes, black and hollow like a glass full of ash. Elira raised the poker, her grip tight around its handle, and she swung hard just as the shadowed figure moved again, the blow catching him once before he slipped backward into the mist, his form dissolving as if the air itself had thickened into a void that swallowed him whole.

“No!” Elira cried, lunging forward with all the desperation that had filled her chest in the last few moments, she reached for her sister’s hand, fingers locking around hers, the warm pulse of her sister’s grip grounding her for one fleeting moment, but the darkness was stronger.

“Please! don’t let go,” her sister sobbed, her voice starting to break.

“I’ve got you—just hold on!” Elira’s voice was urgent, almost pleading, and she started to pull, but her sister’s hand was wet from the snow, her grip slipping through Elira’s fingers, inch by inch, then she was gone.

Her sister’s hand disappeared into the dark, her body swallowed by that empty space, and the cold, desperate grip Elira had fought to hold gave out, the poker dropping into the snow beside her, forgotten. “No!” Elira collapsed to the ground, a strangled cry escaping her lips. Her breath came in frantic, panicked gasps, her chest heaving as her eyes
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