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For the wanderer drawn to forgotten places.
The dreamer who hears whispers in the wind.
And the soul who knows some roots run too deep to escape.
This is for you.

 




Prologue

Returning to a childhood home stirs nostalgia, memories rising like brown-tinged and faded Polaroids held too long in the sun. The air thickens with the scent of crackling fires and familiar spices from the kitchen, carrying echoes of laughter around the dinner table, and footsteps darting through sunlit rooms. Shadows of the past linger in the wallpaper, whispering stories of warmth and love.

Yet, beneath the rush of remembrance, a palpable unease coils like mist at the edges of recollection. It waits for the first wave of sentiment to ebb, slipping into the silence between heartbeats—a creeping reminder of all that has changed—the loss, the weight of time, the subtle terror that settles in the bones.

Ghostly remnants of former joys swirl through the air, tangled with the questions that surface in their wake. Does belonging still exist within these walls, or has the past become something distant—claimed and swallowed by the ever-reaching vines? Beneath the soil, where roots twist and pulse, threading like veins, the land holds its secrets close. Time circles here, pounding in an endless rhythm. It rises through the earth, hums in the trees, and waits to be remembered.

The name Midwinter lingers, fragile yet unbending. A ghost of a once-powerful family, now reduced to little more than rumour and ruin. Their legacy, long buried, drifts on the breath of the wind—but the land remembers.

Long ago, when the land cried out, and death walked openly among the fields, the Midwinters made a choice. What they gave, the earth took. What they buried, the land remembered.

Now, a rustle stirs the calm. The branches of ancient oaks creak, their gnarled fingers grasping, and twisted bramble vines tighten their grip. Above, a raven perches, silent and watchful. The land shivers, a slow awakening rippling through its roots, a pulse—each beat calling something home.


The long vigil is over. The daughter of Midwinter is here. Ivy, the last living descendant, has returned.


One

As Ivy stepped out of the car, the air encased her, pressing in and trapping her in the suffocating stillness. The car door slammed shut; the silence absorbed the clang instantly. She paused, setting her suitcase and bags at her feet, feeling the oppressive weight of the place push against her ribcage.

Ivy tightened her collar as cold leached under her jumper and slicked her skin. With each step, she sank into the damp earth, the mud clinging to her boots.

She did not want to come back. At seventeen, she had escaped this isolated place for the excitement of the big city. Home's smallness and rural nature felt like a slumbering relic compared to the bustle of the bright lights. The city had a constant hum, consuming every sound and every pestering thought, swallowing it whole. There was no peace, no time to think or mull over the past.

Ivy had surrendered to it and rediscovered herself there. But that was then, and this is now. Divorce had stripped away the life she had worked so hard to forge. It was her inability to settle among the concrete and noise that had led to this. Deep down, she knew she did not belong there. With no children and no real friends, she was alone. At least she could work from anywhere—all Ivy needed was her laptop. So here she stood, on the ground she had vowed never to set foot on again.

Returning had not been a conscious choice, but it had happened swiftly. It was inevitable—her family line calling her home, a heavy burden she could not escape. The weight of her losses pressed down, a heavy cloak she could not shake off.

The cottage loomed ahead, sending a jolt through her. She remembered her childhood as tender, inviting, and full of light, but that memory now felt like a trick. Time hollowed it out and twisted it into something unrecognisable, disjointed and fractured. The timber frame was darkened with age; ominous mould patches grew in the corners. The faded pink plaster clung stubbornly to the crumbling walls, while a web of brambles smothered the thatched roof, their barbed vines dragging it down as if they meant to pull the whole thing into the earth. The once charming cottage now stood as a stark reminder of the passage of time and the decay that comes with it.

Ivy glanced at the enormous oak trees that bordered the garden and lined the lane beyond. Their twisted limbs bent close like withered guards, and their roots gripped the soil, holding the cottage hostage. 

A loud caw shattered her thoughts, and Ivy turned towards the sound. A large black bird with glossy, shimmering feathers sat on a low branch. It fixed its dark eyes on her, unblinking, tilting its head this way and that. The movement was deliberate, and the intensity made her gasp. Then, without warning, it launched skyward in a flurry of slick feathers, its caw echoing through the trees, a haunting sound that carried a message.

Shaking off the eerie sensation, Ivy’s boots sank into the sodden ground as she squelched to the garden gate. She hesitated, her hand hovering over the latch. The gate appeared smaller than she could recall. It groaned loudly when she pushed it open, the rusted hinges screeching in protest. She carefully navigated the cracked stone path, overrun with weeds and sharp, thorny vines that snagged at her boots, forcing her to step over them on her way to the front door. 

Ivy gripped the key tightly, her heart racing. She faced a choice: to turn or to run, leaving everything behind. Retreat had not worked for her before. The city had held her for a time, but now, what awaited her? After selling the flat, she deposited the money safely into her bank account. There was nothing tangible left there. Determined, she shook her head, looked at the heavy key in her hand, and turned it.

Inside the cottage, the chill greeted her. As she shut the door, a draught swept down the hallway, wrapping around her like a shroud, whispering of the choices she had just made. She paused momentarily, her heart pounding, her mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. She glanced around, trying to gather her wits in the face of this overwhelming return.

Dust hung abundantly, dancing in the faint light that bled through the small windows. Ivy dropped her suitcase with a thud, signalling her arrival. Shadows gathered in the corners, darker than they should be. The low beams overhead pressed down on her, making the space feel smaller and heavier. 

Gazing down at the floorboards, memories surfaced: rolling marbles along the joins, sitting cross-legged and hearing her mother’s laughter echo from the kitchen. They lingered, bittersweet and raw.

Ivy shivered, shaking off the unease, and moved towards the kitchen.

Dust covered every surface, undisturbed for years since she had been in the city. Ivy wiped her hand across the counter, trailing her fingers through the grime. She rubbed it away as her eyes caught sight of rows of glass jars. The shelves were full of them. The curled and faded labels released a faint scent of dried herbs. With an involuntary gasp, Ivy inhaled, the smell awakening memories of her mother cooking, the sound of the jars clinking, and the twist of metal lids and cork stoppers. She remembered the warmth of the kitchen, the comforting aromas, and the laughter filling the room. Ivy touched the jars, igniting nostalgia that crackled in the stale air.

She hugged herself, her arms wrapped firmly around her body. She had not truly prepared for this moment, and emotions and memories long buried surged to the surface.

Wandering to the window, she glimpsed the garden—or what remained. Brambles now engulfed her mother’s pride and joy. They had overrun everything, their dark, thorny vines twisting and writhing, choking the life out of the once beautiful space. Ivy's heart sank as she took in the sight, a sharp pang of grief gripping her once more. She hugged herself tighter, her fingers digging into her ribs.

Ivy turned away and walked back to the hall. She clutched the door frame, and the old paint flaked under her touch. A small chip of green paint embedded itself beneath her nail. She studied the colour for a moment. Green. It had been her mother's favourite, the colour of nature, growth, and life. Clutching the shard of paint and closing her eyes, all Ivy could see was her mother, her loose hair flowing as they ran through the summer fields, the green of her dress, green underfoot. Then black. Everything went black. Ivy’s eyes flashed open, and she flung the shard across the floor. 

In front of her was another room that drew her like a magnet: her mother’s study. It was untouched, sacred even. The faint scent of ink, paper, and books lingered, and her shoulders relaxed despite herself.

There it was—her mother’s typewriter. It sat ready to work, where it always had, perched on the desk in the corner by the window. Its keys glinted faintly in the dim afternoon light. Ivy ran her fingers over them, hesitant at first. They felt cool beneath her touch, solid and recognisable. She slid into the chair, her hands hovering above the keys.

The first letter struck with a satisfying clack, and then another, and another. All the
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