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Ellie had been stuck at her grandparents’ cottage for two weeks, and the silence pressed on her like a weight. The stone house sat just outside the village, close enough to hear church bells on Sundays but far enough that evenings fell with nothing but the rustle of hedgerows. Inside, her grandparents lived by routine—tea at four, radio low, slow conversations that never changed.

At nineteen, she felt caged. Her phone signal dropped in and out, and the Wi-Fi was useless. She flipped through the same two paperbacks on her nightstand, lay on the bed staring at the ceiling, or wandered the lanes with no destination. Every hour dragged. Her legs itched for movement, her head for something different.

She went to the window and looked out. Beyond the hedges lay the path she used to take as a child, running wild through brambles and nettles until the ground opened into Harbury Marsh. She remembered chasing dragonflies, finding bird feathers, coming home muddy. She hadn’t walked it in years, not since she stopped pretending she was on adventures. Now the thought pulled at her again. At least it was a way out of the house.

She pulled on her trainers, shoved her hair back in a rough tie, and slipped outside. The air smelled of cut grass and damp soil. She latched the garden gate behind her and started down the lane.

Millford Lane narrowed quickly, hedges rising on both sides until the noise of the village faded. The gravel path soon gave way to trodden earth, damp even in summer, the edges broken by reeds and nettles. The further she went, the more the world spread—patches of open grassland, glints of water from shallow ponds, and the faint tang of salt blowing in from Westmere Estuary.

The path was quiet. A blackbird darted across her steps. She walked faster, just to feel herself moving, the silence of the cottage left behind.

The trail pressed on into the trees, and Ellie let her steps carry her without thinking. Millford Lane narrowed to little more than a strip of mud, churned up by weather and boots. Nettles brushed her jeans, and brambles caught at her hoodie sleeve when she passed too close. She tugged it free and muttered under her breath.

A ditch ran parallel to the path, half-choked with reeds. The water was dark and still, a few dragonflies darting above it. The air smelled heavier here—mud, damp grass, a faint briny edge that drifted in from the estuary. She wrinkled her nose but kept walking, glad just to hear the crunch of her trainers against the soil.

Ahead, the trees thinned and the landscape opened. A patch of open meadow spread between hedgerows, the grass pressed down in places as if walkers had cut their own shortcuts. Beyond, she could see the glint of water where one of the ponds lay, flat and shining under the pale sky.

She remembered coming here when she was younger, the place always alive with birds. Sure enough, calls echoed across the marshland. A curlew’s cry cut sharp and high, followed by the flutter of wings from a pair of swans lifting off the water. She stopped and watched them for a moment, arms folded, the air ruffling her hair.

It was the first time in days she felt the knot in her chest ease. She adored her grandparents, she always had, but living by their quiet rhythm wasn’t the same as being in Ibiza like her friends, dancing until sunrise and filling her feed with bright photos. Here there were tea breaks, crossword puzzles, and the slow turn of the clock. She felt guilty for thinking it, but the stillness gnawed at her, left her restless and fidgeting for something else.

She breathed in deep, the air damp against her throat, and kept on, her trainers sucking slightly at the softer ground. She adjusted the tie in her hair, flicked loose strands out of her face, and let herself wander. The path curved toward the ponds, then hooked back through another screen of reeds. Her thoughts drifted with her steps—nothing important, just the quiet relief of doing something at last.

The path narrowed again after the reeds, bending toward a strip of meadow that had been worn flat in uneven patches. Ellie slowed. The grass wasn’t just pressed by walkers—it was flattened in wider swathes, as if people had stopped here, moving around rather than passing through.

She crouched to touch a section where the blades lay bent, her fingertips brushing damp stalks. It felt recent, the green still alive under her hand. Whoever had been here had come not long ago. She looked around, curious, but the trees gave nothing away—just the creak of branches in the breeze and the faint call of a bird across the marsh.

A little further along, a rut cut across the path. Mud hardened in ridges showed the shape of tires, wide and deep. Cars didn’t usually come down here. Millford Lane ended at the gate, and beyond that it was meant for walkers. She dragged the tip of her shoe through one of the grooves, studying the mark. The soil still looked damp, as though the weight of wheels had pressed through in the last day or two.

She straightened and kept walking, more alert now but not worried. Her trainers sank into softer ground, water glinting faintly in the ditch alongside her. A scrap of plastic caught on the reeds—wrinkled and torn, snapping back and forth as the breeze shifted. It looked like some kind of wrapper, though she couldn’t place it. She bent slightly as she passed, trying to read faded print, but the letters had rubbed away.

The path opened again near a low hedge. Beyond it stretched another field, edges wild with thistle and dock. Here too the grass looked crushed, broken stems trailing off in lines that led back toward the marsh. Ellie glanced behind her once, then kept walking, curiosity buzzing at the back of her mind. It wasn’t dangerous, she told herself. Just unusual, and maybe worth seeing where it led.

The field narrowed into a corner where the hedge dipped low, and the path squeezed between it and a line of reeds. Ellie ducked under a branch and almost stepped on a flattened can. She bent to nudge it with her shoe. The label had faded, but the ring pull was still bright, the metal dented in two places as if crushed under a heel.

Another lay a few feet further on, this one split open. Beyond that, a scatter of cigarette butts darkened the mud. Ellie frowned lightly. Not the kind of litter that drifted from the village. People had been standing here long enough to drink, smoke, leave their mess behind.

A little farther still, something caught the corner of her eye—thin plastic glinting in the light. She leaned down, squinting. A square wrapper, torn jagged at one end, half buried in grass. She picked it up, felt the texture between her fingers, and recognition flicked in. A condom wrapper.

Her cheeks warmed as she dropped it back into the grass, brushing her hands against her jeans. She straightened slowly, gaze sweeping the clearing.

A few steps on, the wrapper’s twin lay discarded in the mud. Not just the wrapper this time, but the thing itself—a used condom, curled and cloudy, caught in the stalks of grass at the ditch’s edge.

Ellie froze, eyes fixed. She didn’t reach for it, didn’t move closer, only stared as her stomach twisted with sudden heat. Someone had fucked here. Not weeks ago. Recently. The thought made her pulse quicken in a way she couldn’t quite name.

She tore her eyes away, standing still until the rustle of reeds broke the silence again. She rubbed her palms against her hoodie, restless, and forced herself to walk on, though every step felt sharper now.

The path bent left and dipped slightly, bringing her closer to the wide edge of Harbury Marsh. The reeds stood taller here, thick enough to block the view beyond. Ellie slowed, not because she was tired but because the air felt different—stiller, as though holding something back.

A sound cut through it. At first she thought it was an animal. A high note, stretched thin, carrying across the marsh. Then another, lower, more jagged. A moan. Human.

Ellie stopped dead, listening hard. Her breath caught in her chest. For a moment there was nothing but the ruffle of wind through reeds. Then a heavy thud—the slam of a car door somewhere further along the lane. The sound echoed once and settled into silence again.

Her mouth had gone dry. She glanced back down the path she had walked, then forward, toward where the sound had come from. The hedges and reeds gave nothing away. No voices, no footsteps, just the faint buzz of flies over the ditch and the distant hum of traffic far off by the estuary road.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, palms damp inside her hoodie pocket. A dozen thoughts tangled in her head at once. Who was out here? Why in a place like this? Was it just her imagination?

The stillness returned as quickly as it had broken. She stayed there a few seconds longer, straining her ears, but nothing came. Just the marsh breathing around her.

She let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and started walking again, quicker this time, eyes darting left and right though she still saw no one.

Ellie turned back along the path, walking quicker than before. The hedges seemed taller, the reeds whispering louder. Her trainers hit the mud in sharp steps. She couldn’t stop replaying the sounds in her head—the high moan, the slam of a car door.

What had been going on up there? The used condoms she’d seen, the cans, the cigarette butts—it all fitted together now, though her mind skittered around the picture it made. People had been meeting here. Doing things. Things she wasn’t supposed to see.

Her cheeks flushed as she thought it through. That moan—was it from someone fucking? Was it a woman enjoying herself? Or could it have been something else, someone in trouble? The thought sat heavy in her chest.

She chewed her lip as she hurried along, brambles scraping at her sleeve. If it was people meeting to mess around, why here, hidden in the marsh? But if it was a problem, what would she even do? Go closer and risk being dragged in? She shook her head hard.

Better to turn back. Better not to get caught up in something that wasn’t hers. The last thing she needed was her grandparents finding out she’d been snooping in places she shouldn’t.

The smell of brine drifted in on the wind as the lane widened. The flattened grass and the tire tracks stood out more now, obvious in a way she hadn’t noticed before. She didn’t look long, just kept her pace up until the cottage roof came into view through the hedges.

By the time she stepped inside and shut the door, her pulse was still up. Her grandparents’ voices floated soft and steady from the sitting room. Everything in the house was calm, untouched, as if nothing in the world had changed.

But Ellie knew better. Something was happening out there. And she couldn’t shake the feeling she would have to know exactly what.

Ellie pushed the back door open and stepped into the kitchen. The air inside was warm and smelled faintly of tea. Her grandparents were still in the sitting room, the glow of the lamp spreading across their chairs.

“You’ve been out walking, love
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