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    To my Dearest Bronson. You were the greatest Hound of them all.
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The Wisht Hounds

Chapter One: Where the Light Ends
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The Two Bridges Inn sat low against the Moor, its windows holding the last of the evening light while the land around it had already begun to dull.

Beyond it, the open ground stretched away in long, uneven shapes, broken by stone and low scrub, the colours already slipping toward grey as the sun dropped behind the higher ground. What little wind there was moved steadily across it, carrying with it that faint, constant sound the Moor always seemed to hold.

Arthur had not meant to stop.

He had told himself that when he first saw the place—just a quick drink, no more than that, before pushing on and making better time while there was still light left to use. But the road had narrowed into something less certain the further he had come, and the view ahead had offered little in the way of reassurance.

The inn had stood where it was, quiet and solid, like it had always been there waiting.

So he had stopped.

He had come down for a few days with no plan beyond walking, carrying most of what he needed on his back and sleeping where the ground allowed it. That had been the point of it, or part of the point. To cross the Moor on foot, to keep to no fixed route, to let the days arrange themselves as they came.

Inside, the air was warmer than expected. Not overly so, just enough to take the edge off the outside without quite letting you forget it entirely. A low murmur of conversation sat beneath it, along with the slow movement of glasses and the dull scrape of chairs against the floor.

Arthur closed the door behind him and paused a moment, letting his eyes adjust.

There were only a handful of people inside. A couple near the far wall, another at the bar, and a man seated alone near the window, his coat folded carefully over the back of his chair.

No one paid him much attention beyond the brief acknowledgment reserved for someone passing through.

That suited him.

He stepped up to the bar.

“What’ll it be?”

The woman behind it spoke without looking up at first, her hands already moving to set a glass in place.

Arthur glanced over the taps. “Dartmoor Legend, if you’ve got it.”

She gave the faintest nod. “We’ve got it.”

There was a short pull, the sound of liquid settling into the glass, then she set it in front of him with a practiced motion.

“Passing through?”

“For the moment,” Arthur said, reaching into his pocket. “Heading across.”

“Across where?”

He hesitated just enough to realise he didn’t have a particularly good answer for that.

“Thought I’d cut over,” he said after a second. “Save a bit of distance.”

That was enough to earn a glance.

Not sharp. Not questioning. Just... measured.

“Over the Moor,” she said.

“Yes.”

She wiped her hands on a cloth and rested them lightly against the bar.

“It’s easy enough while there’s light,” she said. “Less so after.”

Arthur gave a small smile, lifting the glass. “I’ll not be taking long.”

“That’s what most people say.”

There was no weight put on it. No attempt to hold him there or push the conversation further than it needed to go. She turned away, leaving him to his drink.

Arthur took a mouthful and leaned slightly against the bar, looking out through the window.

The land beyond had darkened more quickly than he expected. The colour had gone from it almost entirely now, leaving only shape and movement where the ground lifted and fell. There was no clear line where the road ended and the Moor began—only a gradual loss of definition until everything became the same.

“You’ll not have much light left soon.”

The voice came from his left.

Arthur turned slightly. The man by the window had shifted his attention from the glass in front of him to Arthur, though he had not moved otherwise.

“I’ve got a torch,” Arthur said. “And I’m not going far.”

The man gave a small nod, as though that answer had been expected.

“Never as far as you think,” he said.

Arthur smiled thinly. “I’ll take my chances.”

The man held his gaze a moment longer, then lifted his own drink again without reply.

Arthur finished his ale slower than he had intended to. Not much slower, but enough that when he set the glass down, the room had grown quieter without him noticing when that had happened.

He glanced once more out through the window.

The Moor had gone completely dark.

Not night, not fully.

But past the point where anything could be easily read.

“You’ll be crossing now, then?” the woman behind the bar said.

Arthur reached for his coat. “That’s the plan.”

She gave a small nod. “Stick to what ground you can see.”

“I will.”

“And don’t wander if you lose it.”

“I won’t.”

There was a brief pause then, though it didn’t quite settle.

She looked at him properly for the first time.

“Sound carries oddly out there,” she said. “More than it should.”

Arthur gave a short breath of a laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He pulled on his coat, grabbed his bag and stepped toward the door.

No one stopped him.

No one added anything further.
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He stepped outside into the cooling air, and the quiet met him at once.

The door closed behind him, and the sound of the inn dropped away.

For a moment, the Moor held.

Unmoving.

Unchanged.

Then, somewhere out across the dark—

A dog barked.
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Chapter Two: The Crossing
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Arthur stood still for a moment after the door closed behind him.

The warmth of the inn dropped away quickly, replaced by something cleaner, colder. The air felt broader out here, less contained. What little light remained lay low against the ground, thinning more by the second.

He pulled his coat tighter and looked across the Moor.

From the road, it had seemed manageable. Even in the dim light, there was a suggestion of direction—faint dips in the ground, patches of darker grass, a line that might have been a path if taken at the right angle.

From here, it was less certain.

He stepped away from the inn.

The ground gave slightly underfoot, damp without being soft, uneven without showing where it changed. Each step had to be placed, not trusted. That slowed him more than he expected.

Behind him, the inn sat quiet. The windows were still lit, but already it felt further away than it should have been.

Arthur didn’t turn back.

He picked a direction and began walking.
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The first minute passed without much change.

The second felt longer.

By the time he had gone far enough that the inn’s light sat behind him instead of beside him, the Moor had begun to take shape in a different way. The land didn’t open as he thought it would. It shifted instead—rising slightly, falling unexpectedly, pulling at his footing in small, constant corrections.

It wasn’t difficult walking.

It just wasn’t steady.

Arthur checked his watch by the glow of his torch.

Later than he wanted.

He angled slightly left, adjusting his course without quite knowing why. It seemed right. That was enough.

The wind moved across the grass in low passes, steady but not strong. It carried sound in a way that felt flatter than usual, as if everything was spread thinner across the space.

He walked on.

—
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Another bark came.

Arthur stopped.

It was distant. Far enough that it carried without direction, slipping between the folds of land without settling anywhere definite.

He turned his head slightly, listening.

Nothing followed.

“Someone’s dog,” he muttered, more to place it than to believe it.

He moved on.

The ground shifted again underfoot. A line of stones forced him to step wider than he liked, breaking the rhythm of his pace. He corrected, rebalanced, kept going.

Then—

A second bark.

Closer.

Not close enough to see anything.

But closer than before.

Arthur slowed this time, his steps shortening without him realising.

The sound didn’t repeat.

For a moment, he thought he might have imagined it.

Then the wind picked up briefly, passing low across the Moor, bringing with it a faint trace of something else—

Another sound.

Not quite a howl.

Not quite anything else he could place.

He stopped again.

Listened.

The air settled.

Nothing.

Arthur exhaled slowly and carried on, more aware now of where he placed his feet, more conscious of the dark beyond the edge of his torchlight.

The beam picked out patches of ground ahead of him—grass, stone, the occasional dip that held darker shadow than the rest. Beyond that, there was nothing to anchor distance.

Just suggestion.
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He adjusted his course again.

Left, slightly.

Then corrected back.

He frowned faintly.

“That’s not right,” he said under his breath.

He turned his head, trying to pick out the line of the road behind him.

He could not see it.

Not clearly.

The light from the inn had gone.

—
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Another bark.

This one came from somewhere behind him.

Arthur turned at once, lifting the torch, sweeping it low across the ground.

Nothing moved.

Nothing reflected.

The land behind him looked exactly as it had when he crossed it.

Flat.

Uneven.

Empty.

He held the light there a moment longer than needed.

Then lowered it slowly.

“Right,” he said quietly. “That’s enough of that.”

He faced forward again.
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A sound came from his right.

Not a bark this time.

A longer call.

Drawn out.

Low in its middle, sharp at the end.

Arthur didn’t turn straight away.

He stood there instead, letting it finish, waiting for a second, a third, something to give it shape.

Nothing came.

Only the wind again.
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He walked.

Faster now.

Not running.

Just enough to shorten the time between steps.

The Moor seemed to shift more as he moved. The ground dipped and rose with less warning, the line he had thought he was following dissolving into something less reliable each time he looked for it again.

He didn’t stop walking.

He didn’t want to give the sound somewhere to settle.

Another bark came.

This time, from the left.

Arthur stopped again despite himself.

“That’s not possible,” he said.

He turned slowly, sweeping the torch across the ground.

Nothing.

No movement. No shape. No reflection of eyes or fur or anything that might have made sense of it.

Only grass.

Only stone.

Only distance.

A second bark followed.

Just behind it.

Same direction.

Same distance.

Not moving.

Not approaching.

Just... placed.

Arthur stood very still.

Listening.

Trying to measure it.

Trying to place it somewhere that fit.

He could not.
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Then, from ahead—

A third sound.

Not matching the others.

Not answering them.

Separate.

Arthur lowered the torch slightly, the beam dipping toward the ground.

His mouth had gone dry.

He swallowed.

“That’s more than one,” he said, though no one was there to hear it.

The wind shifted again, briefly.

And this time it carried more than one sound with it.

Not loud.

Not clear.

But enough.

Multiple voices.

Out of step with each other.

Spread wider than they should have been.

Arthur did not turn.

He didn’t want to break the direction he had chosen now. It felt like the only thing he still had control over.

He walked.
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Another call.

Closer.

From behind.
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He kept walking.
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Another.

From the right.

His pace picked up again, his breath coming shorter now, not from effort but from the constant adjustment underfoot, the effort of keeping steady where the ground gave him nothing easy to follow.

Then—

A bark came directly behind him.

Close.
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Arthur stopped without meaning to.

He turned slowly.

The torchlight slid across the ground.

Nothing.

But the sound remained—

not echoing

not fading

just... there,

in memory,

too solid to dismiss.

He stood there longer than he should have.

Then he turned back.
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And walked on.
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Chapter Three: The Realisation
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Arthur did not stop again for several minutes. He kept moving at a steady pace, lengthening his stride where the ground allowed it and shortening it where it would not, giving most of his attention to the Moor’s small corrections: the dip beneath his left foot, the sudden lift of grass over stone, the way the dark made every distance uncertain.

Behind him, something sounded once: a single bark, not loud, but close enough that it no longer belonged to distance.

Arthur did not turn. “Keep walking,” he said under his breath, though he could not have said whether it was instruction or reassurance.

The wind slipped across the grass again, low and steady. For a moment it carried the sound back to him, clearer than before, enough to settle it as something real.

Then it was gone.

Another sound came from ahead.

When another sound came from ahead, he slowed without meaning to. The torch dipped in his hand, catching the ground as it angled away from him, and the slight slope seemed suddenly less like terrain than instruction.

He turned right deliberately—not adjusting this time, choosing—and took several steps before a bark answered from the very direction he had selected.

Arthur stopped and brought the torch around slowly. The light passed over grass, stone, and the uneven surface he had just crossed, finding nothing, though the sound had come from exactly where he was now heading.

He looked back briefly, and for a moment the shape of the land behind him felt unfamiliar—not changed, simply no longer clear enough to trust.

Then another bark came from behind him.

Another bark came from behind him before the thought could settle. Arthur let out a slow breath and turned left, not because it felt safer, but because it was neither forward nor back.

After several steps, the wind shifted and carried more than one sound with it: not clear, not loud, but distinct enough for him to understand that there were several voices, spread too widely to belong to any ordinary pack.

The torchlight held steady, cutting a narrow path in front of him that led nowhere certain. The land was the same as it had been—uneven, indistinct, offering no guidance—but the openness had gone out of it.

He turned slowly in a full circle, and as he moved, the sounds seemed to adjust around him—not following, not approaching, but correcting the space before he could claim it.

The understanding settled in him coldly. They were not approaching, not circling, not searching. They were already where they needed to be.

Arthur chose a direction at random and moved again, faster now, unwilling to stay still even though he no longer trusted the ground beneath him. The slope worked against him in small, deliberate ways, forcing him to correct each step without ever finding a rhythm.

Behind him, a bark came; ahead, another answered. He changed direction abruptly, then again, and each time the response was immediate, already waiting in the place he meant to go.

He stopped once more, the beam of his torch cutting forward while everything beyond it remained undefined.

The space between the sounds had tightened just enough to remove the idea of a clear way through. Wherever he went, something would already be waiting.

Arthur took a step forward, and a bark answered immediately from ahead. He did not turn. Another followed, quieter, from behind.

He closed his eyes briefly, only long enough to steady his breathing, and when he opened them again the words came low and certain.

“They’re not chasing me,” he said. “They’re keeping me moving.”

Somewhere out on the Moor, a low, drawn-out howl rose, distant but exact in its place.

Arthur no longer chose a direction. He understood it would not make any difference, so he walked, and the Moor spread out in darkness ahead of him, waiting exactly where it needed to be.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four: The Crossing Deepens
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Arthur walked because there was nothing else left to do.

The decision had already been taken from him. Direction no longer mattered in the way it had before. He could change it, but the result did not change with it. That much had settled.

The Moor no longer felt open.

It still stretched, still lifted and fell in slow grades, still offered distance in every direction—but it no longer offered choice within it.

Wherever he went, something would already be there.

He kept moving anyway.

His pace steadied again, though not from confidence. Necessity set it for him. The ground demanded attention now, each dip and ridge arriving half a step before he was ready for it, until walking became less a matter of direction than of survival: foot, weight, balance, breath, and then the next uncertain place.

The air felt different here.

The wind had not stopped entirely, but it had lowered, slipping across the ground instead of over it. Sounds did not travel as far, but they travelled more directly.

That made them worse.

A bark came from his left, and Arthur kept his eyes forward, refusing to give it the dignity of a turn; when another answered from the right a moment later, not in response but with the same dreadful exactness, he felt the pattern tighten around him.

The ground underfoot shifted from rough grass to something looser, scattered with stone that moved slightly when he stepped. It forced him to shorten his stride, to watch where he placed his weight, to give his attention fully to the next step instead of the direction beyond it.

That slowed him.

And when he slowed—

the sounds drew closer.

Arthur felt it before he fully understood it. The distance between him and the nearest call had reduced, not by movement he could track, but by certainty.

He picked up his pace again.

The ground resisted him. Larger stones appeared in loose clusters, breaking his stride so completely that he had to step between them rather than across them, and when he misjudged one his boot slid sideways, his hand striking cold rock before he shoved himself upright and pushed on with a sharper, uglier breath.

A low, drawn-out call rose ahead of him, longer than the others, not loud but sustained enough to hold its place in the air as if it had been waiting there for him to reach it.

Not by mistake.

Because that sound had direction.

Clear.

Fixed.

He raised the torch.

The beam stretched ahead of him and found something different in the land.

A darker line.

Not shadow.

Structure.

The ground rose slightly before him, not sharply, but enough to break sight into sections. Beyond it, the torchlight caught shapes that did not match the open Moor.

He stared at it a moment longer than he intended.

Trees.

Low.

Close together.

He had not expected them.

Arthur felt his throat tighten.

“No,” he said quietly.

The word carried no weight beyond itself.

He had not planned this line. He had not been navigating toward anything fixed. And yet there it was, placed ahead of him as cleanly as the sounds had been placed behind him.

Another bark came from just behind his right shoulder, closer now, so close in its placement that his body wanted to flinch before his mind could reason with it. He turned slightly, not fully, only enough to confirm what some colder part of him already knew: there would be nothing there.

He faced forward again.

The trees did not move.

They did not need to.

The land between him and them dipped again, more sharply this time, guiding his path downward whether he intended it or not.

He walked.

Not because he chose to.

Because stopping had begun to feel like something he was no longer permitted to do.

The further he descended, the more the Moor changed around him.

The openness reduced by degrees: not enclosure, not yet, but a narrowing he felt in the length of his sightline and in the way the ground gathered itself beneath him. Stone thickened underfoot. Grass thinned. The distance ahead shortened, and with it the last useful illusion that the Moor was still only landscape.

When another sound came ahead, lower than before and less like a call than an acknowledgement, Arthur did not react to it. He did not slow, did not turn, did not give it the satisfaction of proof. He simply continued.

He did not slow.

He did not turn.

He simply continued.

Behind him, something answered, then another, closer, not rushing, never rushing—and that was the worst of it. There was no urgency in them, no aggression, no need. Arthur could feel his breathing now, each intake shallow, each exhale tight.

He crossed a line of larger stones, uneven enough to break his stride completely. He moved across them carefully, placing each foot with more care than he wanted to give it, aware now that falling here would cost him something more than time.

The sound did not change while he crossed.

It held its positions.

Waiting.

He stepped down from the last of the stones and onto softer ground.

The descent levelled slightly.

And the trees were closer now.

Clear enough to define.

Low and wide, their branches spread more sideways than upward, thickened by hanging moss that softened their edges and made them look older than trees ought to look, as if they had spent centuries learning how not to be noticed until someone stood too close.

Arthur slowed as he approached.

He could not help that.

The sense of space changed again.

The wind had dropped further here.

Not gone.

Just reduced to the point where it no longer touched him directly.

That made the quiet heavier.

He stopped properly this time, the edge of the wood standing before him not as a boundary exactly, but as a change in the nature of the land. Beyond it, the ground disappeared into a broken pattern of stone and root and shadow, and behind him the Moor had gone silent.

He listened.

The Moor held.

Silent now.

Not empty.

Just finished.

Arthur turned slowly, looking back across the ground he had crossed.

He could only see the rise and fall of ground fading into darkness.

He turned forward again.

The wood remained where it was.

Closer than it should have been.

Set exactly where it had needed to be.

Arthur took a breath.

It did not settle properly.

He let it out.

Tried again.

Then he stepped forward.

And as he moved toward the trees—

nothing followed him.

—
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Nothing needed to.
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Chapter Five: Wistman’s Wood
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The trees were lower than Arthur had expected.

He had seen woodland before—plenty of it—but this was different from the moment it took shape properly in the torchlight. The trunks were not straight. They leaned and twisted, their branches forcing themselves sideways more than up, as though the land would not allow them to grow any other way. Moss hung from them in thick strands, dulling their outlines and softening what should have been clear edges.

The ground beneath them was worse.

Not soil.

Not fully.

A scatter of stone lay under everything, broken granite forcing each step to be placed carefully. Between it, roots pushed up in uneven lines, slick in places, catching the light just enough to make distance hard to judge.

Arthur stepped in.

Only a few paces.

Enough that the Moor behind him no longer felt like the same space.

The wind dropped further.

Not gone, just reduced to something that moved above the trees rather than through them. The air closer to the ground felt still. Held.

He stopped.

Turned back.

The edge of the wood sat only a few steps behind him.

He knew that.

He could see it.

But something about the way it sat there—slightly further than it should have been, slightly less defined—made it feel less certain than it had when he approached it.

Arthur let out a breath.

It didn’t settle properly.

He turned forward again.

The torchlight struggled here. It did not carry cleanly as it had on the open Moor; branches caught it, moss absorbed it, and the shapes ahead kept slipping from one form into another because the light could not hold them still long enough for Arthur to trust what he was seeing.

He took another step.

Then another.

The ground adjusted beneath him in small ways he could not quite follow, the stones shifting just enough to make each step feel unfinished until the next one corrected it.

It was only after several paces that he realised what had changed fully.

There was no sound at all: not the wind above the trees, not the distant Moor beyond them, not even the hounds. The silence did not feel peaceful. It felt arranged.

Listened.

Waited.

Nothing returned to him.

He swallowed and forced himself to breathe more evenly.

“They’ve gone,” he said quietly.

The words fell flat in the space.

Not absorbed.

Not echoed.

Just... unreturned.

He stood there a moment longer, expecting something to answer that absence.

Nothing did.

Arthur took another step forward.

And another.

The wood did not open as he moved into it. It closed—not through visible motion, not through shifting branch or falling shadow, but through the slow theft of distance. Each step gave him less to see than the one before, until the torch offered only the next few feet and nothing beyond them.

He paused, looking ahead.

Then, slowly, turned.

The edge of the wood had receded.

Not completely.

Not impossibly.

Just enough that it felt further than the number of steps required to reach it.

Arthur’s grip tightened slightly on the torch.

“That’s not...” he started, and stopped.

There was no point finishing it.

The ground beneath him shifted again.

He looked down.

For a moment, it seemed like a pattern might form—stone, root, a line that might be followed if he chose it carefully enough.

It didn’t.

There was no path.

There had never been a path.

Arthur remained still longer than he intended, held not by indecision but by the sense that moving in any direction now was the same as moving in every direction, and that whatever choice he made would already be the one expected.

Steadier this time.

Then stepped forward again.

The movement felt smaller now.

Contained.

Measured.

The space did not allow anything else.

He passed between two low trees whose branches almost touched above him, and as he moved through, moss brushed his shoulder with a softness that should have been harmless but felt intimate, as if the wood had chosen a gentler way to remind him he had crossed into it.

The air cooled further.

Not sharply.

Just enough.

He stopped again.

There was something different here.

Not sound, not movement—something less defined than either. A presence without position. He turned his head slightly, searching for a place to attach it to, but there was nothing to see and nothing to fix it to; worse, the feeling did not shift with him.

It did not trail him.

It did not surround him.

It simply—

remained.

Arthur did not speak.

He understood instinctively that speaking now would change nothing.

This place was not responding in that way.

He moved again.

One step.

Then another.

The ground rose slightly, lifting him over a cluster of stone that forced his footing wider than before. He adjusted, stepped down the other side, and stopped—not abruptly, not from surprise, but because the space ahead had become something final.

Not blocked.

Not impassable.

But final.

A space that did not invite continuation in any meaningful sense.

Arthur stood there.

The torchlight traced the shapes in front of him and found nothing beyond them.

Just more of the same.

Endlessly repeating.

He lowered the beam slightly.

His breathing had slowed, not from calm but from something else, and then he felt it clearly: not building, not approaching, not waiting to arrive.

He was not alone.

Arthur did not turn.

There was no instinct to turn, no belief that looking would change what he already knew. The presence held without movement, without sound, without any need to announce itself, because it had been there before him and would remain after.

“They weren’t chasing me,” he said quietly.

The words came easily now.

“They were making sure I came here.”

There was no answer.

There did not need to be.

Arthur let out a slow breath.

It steadied.

He stepped forward.

The light shifted, not because anything moved, but because there was no longer enough distance for it to travel. And then nothing changed: the trees remained, the ground remained, the air remained.

Only the space in which he stood no longer belonged to him.

Somewhere out on the Moor, far beyond the reach of the wood, a single bark sounded.

Distant.

Measured.

And already moving on.

The end.
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Widecombe Fair

Chapter One: The Song
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The road into Widecombe rose gradually, the land opening out as it did so until the hedges fell back and the fields thinned into something less clearly held. Beyond them, the Moor settled into view without announcement, stretching further than it needed to, its surface uneven in a way that suggested no intention of ever being made otherwise. Tom Hartley did not stop the car when it came into sight.

He had seen it before, or something enough like it that the difference did not seem worth marking. There were only so many ways land could arrange itself once it had abandoned any purpose beyond remaining where it was. He drove on.

Widecombe itself gathered slowly, the road narrowing as it passed between houses that did not appear to have been planned so much as allowed to stand where they had settled. Stone held most of it together, though not with any particular effort. The place gave the impression it would remain whether it was tended or not.

He found somewhere to leave the car without difficulty and stepped out into air that held its place more firmly than it had further down the road. There was no wind, or very little of it. Sound did not carry far. What there was remained close.

The square was already in use. Not fully—that would come later—but enough that movement had begun to take shape. A few stalls, some half-set, others already arranged, people standing in the spaces between them
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