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	AUTHOR’S NOTE

	 

	 

	Thank you for picking up the Full Moon Problem. I’ve been a fan of werewolf and monster romances for many years now, and I always knew I’d write one of my own eventually. The idea for this story came to me years ago, when I had the idea for the first full moon scene that takes place in chapter 2, and has been building in my head ever since. The characters slowly gained personalities and backstories in my head as I worked on other projects, and then when I took a trip to the UK in October of 2023, and finally experienced autumn in person for the first time, I finally found the setting for this story.

	 

	This book is contemporary fantasy, in which werewolves and magic exist, but I think there is always a little bit of fantasy present in all romance books. After all, romance asks the reader to believe in couples that are perfect for each other and in happily ever afters, and there’s a particular fantasy element to the idea of small-town romance. This story is set in a fictional village in the Cotswolds and does not go into details about the economic difficulties of living in a small rural town. I also elected not to go into too much detail about the state of trans health care in the UK, either. While stories that focus on those things should and do exist, this book is meant to be a cosy, feel-good story about a man, who just happens to be trans, falling in love with another man, who just happens to be a werewolf.

	 

	That said, this story does need a few content warnings. Grief over lost loved ones, discussions of Alzheimer’s, car accidents, and cancer are all present throughout the book. The main character experiences terrors at night and is unsure if they are nightmares or real. There is an on-page panic attack and depictions of dead animals (hares). There are (very short) discussions about ableism, acephobia, homophobia, and transphobia. There are also multiple explicit sex scenes in the book, which includes sex with a werewolf creature (both characters fully consent and discuss it prior), knotting, PiV sex, and a trans male character using the words like cunt and clit for himself. Some kinks are both performed and discussed, including dirty talk about breeding kink and jokes about piss kink.

	Hopefully none of that has scared you off! There are also full-page illustrations throughout the book, one per chapter, and the illustration in chapter 21 is sexually suggestive. If you’re having trouble seeing the illustrations on your reading device, or would like to look at them in more detail, you can find them on my website, www.kayworx.com/full-moon-problem

	I’m so proud of this story and how it turned out, so I really hope readers love it as much as I do.

	 

	Best,

	Kay Claire

	(He/They)
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	F


	elix arrives at his aunt’s cottage at 11am on a Thursday morning.

	The taxi trip, which GPS had said would take half an hour from the closest train station, had been closer to an hour and a half when said GPS had cut out and they’d gotten lost. Felix cringes at the price of the fair.

	The taxi driver looks downright murderous as he helps Felix unload his bags from the boot, and somehow, the way he does a U-turn and bumps along down the dirt road feels passive-aggressive. Even the cloud of dust that drifts up in his wake feels like a fuck you.

	Felix is left alone with two large wheelie cases, an overstuffed gym bag, a backpack, and his aunt’s cottage.

	Everything he owns in the world.

	He takes a moment to look at the place. He’s never been here before, and now it somehow belongs to him.

	He’s pleasantly surprised to note that the place isn’t as run-down as he’d expected. It’s still standing, for one thing. The shingles are covered in moss, and obvious repair work has been done in places – some darker tiles here and there between the weather-bleached ones, and some spots where tiles must have fallen loose at some point.       The walls are made of local stone that looks like it could use some contact with a pressure washer, and thick ivy is encroaching over the windows. The ivy is slowly turning red in patches, obviously eager for autumn even as summer still clutches at its final weeks.

	Of everything, the little garden out front seems to bear the most neglect. The flower beds and shrubbery are overgrown, the lawn knee-high in places and filled with weeds. Dead plants sit leafless in terracotta pots, next to pots that have fallen over and broken, scattering soil everywhere. 

	Felix takes in the whole picture and sighs. Time to see what it looks like inside.

	He lugs his bags up through the waist-high front gate and along the rickety cobblestone path leading to the front door. He has to dig in his backpack to find the key his aunt’s probate solicitor had given him. Why his aunt had left this place to him when he hasn’t talked to her in ten years, he’ll never know. And while he’d known when he left that he’d probably never see any of his family again, as he looks down at the key his heart still clenches pitifully, knowing that the last time he saw his aunt was truly the very last time.

	The key sticks in the lock, but with a final yank and a good push he’s able to get the door open, the bottom scraping against the floor. Inside it’s dark, with only small slivers of light coming in from the closed curtains, glittering with displaced dust.

	Felix leaves his luggage outside and ventures in, coughing and waving his hand in front of him. He tries the light switch, and nothing happens. Hmm. He had phoned ahead to get the gas, electricity, and water switched back on, but perhaps they haven’t been switched on yet – or the light bulb is dead.

	With a sigh, he goes to open the curtains, and finally takes the space in. He’s standing in the kitchen. Dead flowers sit in a vase in the middle of the table, jars of who-knows-what litter every surface, and herbs hang from the ceiling that he's worried will crumble to dust if he so much as looks at them too hard. But the fridge is blessedly empty, so no horrible smells. He opens the pantry, and it’s fully stocked, but when he picks up a few things he sees a lot of it is already expired. Sorting this out goes on the growing to-do list in his head.

	He goes through the open doorway into the living room. He has to step over more piles of books to get to the windows, and when he turns to look at the space, he can’t help but let out a low whistle. It’s covered in scattered books and loose papers – the couch, armchair, coffee table, and most of the floors just stacked high with so many books. All of them layered in a thick coating of dust.

	His heart lurches in his chest. According to the solicitor, his aunt had passed away two months ago. All this dust is way more than what should have accumulated in only two months.

	There’s a hall leading out from the lounge, with two bedrooms and a bathroom between them. One bedroom is obviously a guest room, and has been used for storage (more books). The other room was his aunt’s room. He glances in, then closes the door. 

	He’s not ready for that room yet.

	The bathroom is in a pretty good state, clutter-wise, but could definitely use a scrub-down. And also probably an entire remodel, but that’s a future project if he stays long enough to bother with it. He tries the tap in the basin, and is relieved to see water running. So the water, gas, and electricity must be on, but the light bulb in the entry hall is broken. He can work with that.

	He drags his luggage into the spare bedroom, and pulls his phone out of his pocket. There’s no signal. “Great,” Felix sighs, opening the note app. He starts a to-do list, with everything he needs to fix and clean, and then makes a to-buy list. The taxi had gone through the village on the way here, and it is probably a ten or twenty minute walk away, straight down the dirt road outside his house. He could manage that. He’ll go into the village, buy cleaning products and food, and see if there’s some way he can get Wi-Fi set up. 

	With that plan in mind, he heads out immediately.

	It’s overcast, but not cold. He walks along the road he’d come in on, and admires the fields and hedges he walks past. In one field he sees fluffy sheep, huddled together close to a trough, and they all stare as he goes by. He hopes the local villagers will be more friendly than the sheep are.

	What few houses he sees along the way are few and far between, most barely visible over neat hedgerows. He wonders at what point his aunt decided to move here instead of staying close to the rest of the family, and if any of these neighbours were her friends. If she made remedies for them in exchange for fresh produce and chicken eggs, like she used to do back when he was a kid.

	But he pushes those thoughts away, like he’s been doing so much since he heard of her passing, and instead just starts recounting his to-do list in his head on repeat as he walks. He’d finished his audiobook on the first train and his earphones had died on the second, but maybe when he gets to the village he can connect to some shop’s Wi-Fi and download more audiobooks and podcasts for later. He’s going to need something to listen to while he cleans.

	Finally the properties seem to get smaller, houses closer together, and he gets a cell signal again. No new messages come through – not that he’d been expecting any. There are a few more people out on the street, and they give him curious looks and polite smiles, which he tries to return, fighting the instincts that the last ten years living in London have ingrained in him. When was the last time he’d made eye contact with a stranger out on the street and said good afternoon to them?

	He walks past a large graveyard, lush with green lawns, large trees and old gravestones covered in moss. He’s always had an interest in graveyards, and would often visit the ones near him in the city, which held gravestones dating back to the 1800s. He makes a note to come back and walk through this one at some point.

	The high street is very quaint – he's seen quaint high streets like this before, in little villages he's visited on day trips and weekends away, and in the older, more expensive areas of London. Here, there are street lamps decorated with overflowing flower boxes, and ornate benches dotted along the sidewalk. All the buildings along the road are built in Tudor Revival style, with classy signage over each door or painted on the windows. But there’s not a single flashy advertisement anywhere, and no cars parked along the curb. There aren't crowds of tourists standing in the middle of the road taking photographs at the perfect angle.

	He starts moving down the road, and sees a sign proclaiming Glen’s Grocer over the door of one of the larger buildings. Perfect.

	The glass door stands open, and inside a young Black woman sits behind the only till, a notebook open in front of her. She has a short afro with shaved sides, and a bright smile. “Hello!” she calls in greeting, straightening up when she spots him. “Let me know if you need any help with anything!”

	Felix nods back, mustering up a small smile in return, before he grabs a basket and flees deeper into the store.

	He quickly realises he can’t buy too much because he has to walk home with it. So he gets the necessities – enough to make dinner tonight and leftovers tomorrow, plus milk and tea bags – then grabs the smallest pack of toilet paper, and finally starts piling in cleaning supplies. Even trying to keep things light, by the time he gets to the till he knows he’s going to struggle with getting it all home.

	“You all done?” the cashier asks brightly. She has the name WANDA hand-embroidered into her shirt, little daisies surrounding it.

	Felix nods. “Yeah, this is all for now,” he says, starting to pile everything on the table in front of her. “But I was wondering if you can do deliveries?”

	Wanda hums thoughtfully. “You know, I do have someone who does deliveries for the old folk in the area. I could ask him to do so for you. Are you here on vacation?” she asks, pulling out the scanner. “We don’t get a lot of tourists around here.”

	Felix snorts. “Yeah, with how difficult it is to get here by public transport, I’m not surprised. But no, I just moved here.”

	Her eyebrows go up. “Oh, really? Where?”

	“Erm.” Felix coughs, trying to dislodge the sudden grief in his throat. “I inherited a house, actually. My aunt–”

	“Oh!” Wanda interrupts him. “Are you Meadow Hunter’s nephew? She talked about you all the time. I’m so sorry for your loss; your aunt was an amazing woman.”

	“She… talked about me?” Felix echoes.

	“Oh, yes.” Wanda has started putting Felix’s groceries in the reusable bags he’d abandoned on the counter. “Well, she talked about an estranged nephew all the time. Never mentioned any names though, so maybe you have a cousin or brother she was talking about?”

	Felix shakes his head, mind reeling. “No, no, I was her only nephew.” He just hadn’t known she’d thought of him as her nephew. Or that she'd have wanted to talk about him. 

	Wanda nods. “So what’s your name then? It was always so mysterious how she never mentioned you by name.”

	“Oh.” Probably because when Felix had left, he hadn’t decided on a name for himself yet. “It’s Felix.”

	Wanda grins. “Felix Hunter?” she pauses, and Felix nods – his father had taken his mother’s surname, so he shares a surname with his aunt. Shared. “Well, welcome to Nimblyford, Felix!  I’m Wanda Solomon. My dad owns this shop, but I run it.” Wanda gestures around, before giving Felix a total for his groceries and flipping through her notebook. “Now, what do you want to order? And would you like to pay for it now with everything else?”

	Felix rattles off a list of items he’d like delivered to his place on Saturday morning, and Wanda adds it all to his receipt. They exchange phone numbers, and it’s not the way he’s ever set up deliveries before, but he supposes a lot of things about living here will be different from what he’s used to. 

	After he pays, he can’t help asking one last question. He has a lot of questions, but he doesn’t think he’s ready for the answers to some of them. “Do you, um…” he starts hesitantly, and Wanda watches him with patient interest, head cocked to the side. “How long ago did my aunt move here?” he finally manages.

	Wanda cocks her head to the side, pondering the question. “I think she moved here just after the clock tower got its last big repair – that was a big ordeal, so it was easy to remember… That was just over nine years ago, I think.”

	Felix’s eyes go wide, and he nods, looking down quickly as he picks up his bags. Nine years. And he’d left home ten years ago. “Right, well. Thank you. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.” 

	“Sure!” Wanda says happily. “Don’t be a stranger – after all, I have your number, full name and address.” She winks, and Felix gives a nervous laugh in response.

	He turns toward the door, then pauses. “Actually,” he says. “One last thing. Do you know who I have to contact to get Wi-Fi set up in my house?”

	Wanda nods. “Oh, yes, you’ll want to talk to Drew over at the print shop next door.“
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	There is indeed a print shop next door. The white handwritten lettering on the glass proclaims that they do printing, pawning, electronic repairs, phone covers and screen protectors, stationery, postal services, and digital service installations. Felix blinks at the list, then pushes the door open.

	A tinny dinosaur roar plays out, and he looks up to see a plastic T-Rex has been cut in half and attached to the wall next to the door, like some weird taxidermy. 

	“I’ll be out in a second,” a voice calls, and Felix turns to take in the shop.

	The place is as cluttered as his aunt’s living room, though thankfully not nearly as dusty. The room is taken over by a large front desk covered in papers, books, deconstructed boxes, a broken radio, and some small repair tools. The wall to the side of the room is covered in shelving with phone accessories, electronic replacement parts, and stationery.

	A man walks in from the staff door, rubbing his hands on a stained cloth. He's white, with dishwater-blond hair all standing up in such a way that Felix can't tell if it’s been purposefully styled that way or if he's had a recent electric shock. Felix assumes this must be Drew.

	His eyes are wide and startlingly blue as he looks Felix up and down. “You’re new,” he says.

	“Uh, yeah. I just moved here. I was told you could help me set up Wi-Fi in my house?”

	Drew nods, dropping the cloth next to the broken radio. His hands twitch toward the tools like he wants to continue working on it instead of dealing with Felix. “I can, yes. Where do you live?”

	Felix rattles off his aunt’s address, and the man’s interest seems to finally catch. “Meadow Hunter’s house,” he says. 

	“Yes. I inherited it from her.”

	Drew looks down and finally gives into the temptation of picking up his tools, fiddling with something on the radio. “That house already has a Wi-Fi router installed. We just have to update your billing information, and then you have to find the router and switch it off and on again.”

	Felix blinks. “My aunt… had Wi-Fi?”

	His aunt, from his family, who hated all technological advancements and modern medicines, had installed Wi-Fi?

	Drew nods. “Yes. I was the one that set it up for her.”

	“Oh,” Felix doesn’t know what to do with this information. “Right. Well. How do I change my billing information?”

	With a sigh, Drew puts down his tools and abandons the radio, going over the computer set up on the other side of the desk. He starts taking Felix’s information and doesn’t ask any personal questions like Wanda had. While Felix enjoyed Wanda’s friendliness, he likes Drew’s straightforwardness too – this feels more familiar to him. 

	When Drew has finished setting everything up, Felix thanks him. The dinosaur roars again as the door opens.

	Felix pauses in the doorway. Outside, the clouds have rolled in thick and heavy, and it’s raining steadily. He doesn’t have a raincoat or umbrella on him.

	The walk home isn’t going to be nearly as pleasant as the walk here was.
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	Felix is soaking wet by the time he gets back to the cottage. He's shivering, his jeans are chafing, and he's not entirely sure if his groceries survived the trip.

	He pushes against the front door and gets it open with a creak, then toes his shoes off at the entrance and walks on wet socks to dump his bags on the kitchen counter.

	“Please, God, let the water be hot,” he prays as he makes his way to the bathroom, pulling his clothes off and leaving them in a wet heap in the basin.

	The bathroom is thankfully lacking in piles of books and paper, but it’s still pretty dusty and grubby. Felix avoids looking at whatever’s growing in the grout as he turns the shower on and stands just outside the tub with his hand under the spray, shivering, as he continues to pray the water will be warm.

	Luck seems to be on his side when, almost a minute later, the temperature starts to rise.

	“Oh, thank God!” he exclaims in relief as he hops into the tub. The water isn’t as hot as he’d like, and the water pressure is abysmal, but it’s still heaven after all that cold rain.

	He hasn’t unpacked his toiletries yet, so his shower doesn’t include any soaping up, and when he gets out there are no towels to dry off with. He takes a moment to just look at himself in the mirror, which hadn’t fogged up fully. His brown hair, cut in a faux-hawk, is usually curly, but hangs limp now. His blue eyes have dark circles under them, and his upper lip and chin need a shave.

	He tries to shake off some of the water and goes into the corridor, where he finds a small pile of thread-worn towels in the linen closet. He uses the biggest of them right there in the corridor, wiping himself down and cringing at how rough it feels on his skin. He needs to add buying new towels to his to-do list, since he hadn't bothered bringing his old ones when he moved.

	When he’s done he goes into the guest bedroom – his bedroom – and pulls on some warm joggers and a pullover, then looks around. “Right,” he says. “Where do we start?”
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	Felix spends the late afternoon into evening cleaning, and gets the guest room – his bedroom – in a state where he’ll actually want to spend time in it. He puts all the linen in the wash and replaces them with the linen he’d brought with him from his old flat. He vacuums and mops the floor, and then opens the cupboards to discover they are filled with more crap. He is starting to wonder if his aunt had had a hoarding problem.

	He sorts everything in the cupboard to throw out, recycle, give away, or find a new place for, and puts the things he might want to keep in the cluttered living room to work through later. Then he starts unpacking his clothes into the cupboards in the guest room, adds the small collection of toys he decided to keep to the bedside drawer, and sets his toiletries and stash of testosterone and syringes aside to put in the bathroom later. When he’s done, he feels like the space actually belongs to him.

	Next, he tackles the job of finding the Wi-Fi router. He goes into the main living area and sighs as he looks at the mess in there.

	There are just so many books everywhere. He wonders why there isn’t a bookshelf anywhere in the house. Why did she have so many books and nowhere to put them? And what is he going to do with all of them?

	He’s always resented his family’s stupid witchy folk remedy nonsense. Yes, some of the remedies they made were helpful – like the syrup to help with a bad cough or the ointment to help with bug bites. But then there were other things, like the sachets of herbs his mother would make to sell at markets to help ward off evil spirits or bring good fortune. He’s always thought that stuff was, at best, a placebo, and at worst, a scam. The salt crystals she made and then sold at markets labelled as quartz were definitely a scam. 

	His aunt had always approached the family's traditional remedies with more sincerity than his mother ever did, though, and he knows she'd be sad if he threw out all her books. Some of these probably go back generations. 

	He moves all of the books into neater piles in the far corner of the room, and tries to see if he can find any plug points while he's at it. Hopefully, he’ll find a wire to follow to find the router.

	Between all the books are pages and pages of blank and lined paper. Most are completely empty, and too crumpled to use for anything, while others are covered in scribbles he can’t decipher. He puts those papers in the recycling bag.

	But a few of the pages list recipes and instructions for remedies, and his throat feels tight as he looks at his aunt’s handwriting, still familiar to him all these years later. He puts these with the books in the corner.

	He reads a page with a recipe for a tea that helps with cramps, and remembers when his aunt had made it for him as a child, every month when he had his period. His mother’s recipe hadn't ever worked as well as his aunt’s had.

	He can’t believe his aunt had told people in the village about him, and that she’d moved here so soon after he’d left home. His eyes well up with tears as he thinks about how he cut off all contact with his family, knowing now that his aunt would have been open to reconnecting. 

	She’d somehow known where he was. She must have, since her solicitor was able to find him after her death. But if that was the case, why hadn’t she made contact first?

	In a sudden burst of frustration, Felix pushes a towering pile of books and papers off of a desk standing under a window, and everything goes crashing to the ground with a loud bang. Dust comes billowing up from the disturbance, and Felix bends over coughing, his eyes watering as he tries to wave the dust away. 

	The dust starts to settle again and he straightens, wiping at his face. On the now-uncovered table is, miraculously, the missing Wi-Fi router, unplugged with the wires sitting tangled next to it, and an envelope.

	“Finally!” Felix crows, and goes to untangle the wires before plugging it in. The lights along the side of the machine all flicker red and then green, and Felix finds the password written on the bottom.

	He pulls his phone out and puts in the details, and does a fist-pump of triumph when it actually connects.

	His attention turns to the envelope.

	He picks it up curiously and turns it over. There, in his aunt’s handwriting, is his name.

	 

	Dear Felix,

	 

	My daring boy. If you’re reading this, I have passed on and you have inherited my house. You probably have a lot of questions. I hope I can answer them here.

	 

	After you left your family’s home, I was devastated. I had a fight with your mother, and realised that I no longer believed in the same things she did – how could I, when they would throw their youngest child out like that, for nothing more than wanting to live as his true self?

	 

	So, I left soon after, and sold my old home and moved here. And I started opening myself up to using modern technology. The wonders of the Internet!

	 

	I’d hoped that I’d be able to find you somehow, but not knowing your new name or where you moved to made that very difficult. I ended up hiring a private investigator, but it took him a few years to find you.

	 

	Unfortunately, when he did find you, I had already gotten the news that I have early-onset Alzheimer's. I don’t want to put you in a position of looking after me. I wanted to find you to get to know the new you, but how can I do that when I soon won’t remember anything about you? What if I say something to upset you? I’ve decided not to make contact, but I’m writing this now to let you know that I love you. I never got to have a child of my own, but if I had, I hope they'd have been like you.

	 

	I’d had such dreams of finding you and having a relationship with you again. Maybe even teaching you the family crafts, which your mother never taught you. But it’s too late now. All I can do instead is leave my home and all of my books to you. I hope you’ll be happy here – and if you decide not to stay, then please sell the house and use the money in any way you want. The books you can probably leave to the secondhand bookshop in town. Maeve will know what to do with them.

	 

	I’m sorry it ended this way. I so wanted to meet the man you’ve become. 

	 

	Yours truly, 

	Aunt Meadow

	 

	Felix wipes angrily at his eyes. Instead of answering questions, this letter just gives him more. 

	The letter is dated three years ago. That means his aunt found him three years ago, and instead of reaching out, she’d decided to succumb to her illness alone.

	He looks around the cottage with new understanding. He doesn’t know a lot about Alzheimer’s, but it makes sense how messy it is if she was confused and moving things around constantly without anyone here to clean up for her. And all the pages he’d found with illegible scribbles must have been his aunt trying to write something and failing.

	This whole time, he could have been here with her, looking after her.

	He puts the letter down again and sighs. He kind of understands where she was coming from. She’d never have wanted to be a burden to him – and hadn’t he done similar, when he’d chosen to run away to London instead of going to her for help all those years ago?

	A wave of exhaustion hits Felix, and he realises the sun’s going to set soon, and he hasn’t eaten anything in hours. The kitchen is still a mess, but he cleans a tiny portion of the counter, makes a sandwich, eats it standing there, and then goes to wash his plate. As he steps away from the sink, he glances around the kitchen again, and can’t help picking up some papers to put with the rest he’s already sorted. The pages seem to be recipes for various tea blends, and he pauses at one that promises a good night’s sleep. 

	He remembers his aunt making this for him, and he’s overcome with the desire to drink it once again. He glances around the kitchen, but he’s already thrown out all the dried herbs. He looks at the list of ingredients again. His aunt probably would have grown all of these in the garden, and he should be able to recognise all of them…

	He’s been avoiding going out into the vegetable garden he’s glimpsed out back, knowing it’ll be the thing that will hit him with the most memories. He’d spent his childhood running around in all of the family gardens – his mother’s garden, which had always been neat and orderly and boring, everything covered in nets to keep pests out; his grandmother’s garden, which had been downsized as she'd gotten older but was always filled with bees and butterflies; and his aunt’s garden, which had always felt warm and inviting, and just a little bit messy in a way that made it feel more natural.

	He pulls open one of the drawers in the kitchen and finds scissors on the first try, and then leaves out the front door and walks around the edge of the house.

	He stares in horror at the sight before him. His aunt’s garden had never been as neat and orderly as his mother and grandmother’s, but it still had something of a system. But this overgrown mess is nothing more than that: a mess. A lot of the plants are either dead or grown out of control, taking over and climbing out of beds to crawl over the pathways, and the little garden shed behind the plot is almost completely obscured by foliage.

	He takes a few cautious steps toward the garden, and something rustles in the overgrowth that makes him pause. In the late evening sun, the shadows look deeper and more sinister, and the trees of the forest behind his fence seem to loom above him.

	But the garden goes quiet again, nothing but distant bird songs and the odd bleat from a sheep. When he takes another cautious step forward, nothing happens, so whatever it had been – some bird or mouse, perhaps – must have left.

	The lavender is easy to spot, as it’s one of the plants that has taken over; the flowers full and vibrant purple with a late-season bloom. He easily grabs a few. He looks around for chamomile, but he thinks maybe it isn’t the right growing season.

	There are some passion flowers growing on the broken trellis near the back. The trellis seems to have fallen over with the weight of the vines, unruly as they are, and the floor around it is covered in fallen fermenting fruit. Tomorrow Felix can come out and pick the ripe fruit still on the vine, but for now he just picks one flower, careful not to trod on any rotting fruit underfoot.

	He picks a few other flowers and leaves he’ll need, though he can’t find everything listed for the recipe. Maybe he should have kept all the dry herbs his aunt had left in the kitchen, but they’d seemed past their best when he’d chucked them into the bin earlier. 

	Back in the kitchen, he finds his aunt’s old stovetop kettle on the counter next to the stove, sage green ceramic with a wooden handle, just like he remembers from his childhood. Felix caresses it slowly, remembering all the times he’d slept over at his aunt’s house and she’d used this same kettle to make tea for him. He gives it a wash to get rid of any dust, before placing it on the stove and following the recipe.

	He’s missing some ingredients, but he thinks the recipe will still work just fine. He cuts up each herb on a cutting board, and as he does so he thinks about his aunt, and the way she used to make this exact tea for him while he sat at the kitchen counter, kicking his feet as he watched. He remembers how she’d put his tea in his favourite mug, the bright yellow one, and then she’d lovingly smooth his hair back from his face and say “careful, it’s hot”. He'd always end up burning his tongue anyway, even with the warning. 

	He looks through the cupboards and while he doesn't find that yellow mug, he does find a set of matching tea cups with woodland creatures painted on them. He chooses a red squirrel in a sun hat design.

	After the tea steeps, he pours out a cup, and the tea is a bright yellow colour. He dilutes it with a little cold water, just so he can drink it faster, and then takes a tentative sip.

	It’s not perfect – more bitter than it’s probably meant to be, because he should have used a thermostat to test the water temperature, and he thinks he might have used too much lavender. But it’s drinkable, so he leans against the counter and drinks the whole cup as he watches the sky slowly darken outside the kitchen window.

	When he’s finished, he puts the cup in the sink before going through his nightly routine. When he lays down in his new bed for the first time, he falls asleep almost instantly.
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	he next day Felix wakes up early and spends the whole day cleaning. He finds a new true crime podcast and listens to the entire archive as he cleans the bathroom, kitchen, and more of the living room. He doesn’t open the door to his aunt’s room – he doesn’t know when he’ll have the fortitude to tackle that room, but it definitely won’t be today.

	In the evening, exhausted but pleased with the work he’s done, he rearranges the furniture in the living room. He can use the table in front of the window as a desk, but it doesn’t have a chair, so he moves one of the four kitchen chairs to the table. It’s not the perfect height, and he can tell this chair is not meant for long periods of sitting – his back and arse are going to hate it. But he sets his drawing tablet and laptop up on the desk, and boots up the laptop so he can check his emails.

	There were a few reasons why Felix had decided to move to his aunt’s cottage instead of staying in London. Two years ago, after his little passion-project webtoon had gained enough popularity that a large webtoon publishing site had offered him a publishing deal, he’d been able to quit his retail job and start making his webtoon full-time. He has an editor and an assistant that help him with the colour work – two people he’s never met in person before, but who he talks to fairly regularly.

	Doing a webtoon full-time is demanding; he’s spent the last two years locked up in his flat drawing. So much time, in fact, that one day he had looked up from his laptop screen and realised he hadn’t talked to a single person for over two weeks, and hadn’t had a single new text from anyone outside of his webtoon team for even longer than that. All of his friends (and hook-ups) had all either given up on him, moved away, or were busy with their own lives, and when he’d tried to reach out again after his realisation, no one had reached back.

	When Meadow’s solicitor had contacted Felix and told him he had inherited a cottage, he’d thought it was a scam at first. But eventually the solicitor had been able to prove it was real, and after the shock had worn off, it hadn’t taken him long to decide he was ready for a change of scenery. After all, he is able to work from anywhere with a Wi-Fi connection, does not have any friends or family in the city, and is more than happy to escape the high cost of living in London. He’d even had perfect timing with his lease being up for renewal and his three-month supply of HRT ready for collection right as he started preparing to move.

	And, well, with all that going on, who would say no to a free cottage in the Cotswolds?

	His editing team had been more than happy to give him a few weeks off from the comic for family bereavement, which he’d been grateful for. He has the next two weeks to get his life up and running here in the countryside before he has to start working again, but he isn’t really used to spending this much time not drawing when he’s in the middle of a season of his webtoon. He keeps expecting to get a phone call or an email from his editor demanding that he sit down and get the next episode finished ASAP.

	Thankfully, when he opens his email he doesn’t have any work related disasters to handle. He deletes some spam and unsubscribes from some services he no longer needs, and that is that for the work he needs to get done today.

	Inheritance law is a complicated business. The solicitor had assured Felix that his aunt had listed him as her inheritor long ago, before she’d even found him with the personal investigator she’d hired, and that she hadn’t had any debts that he had to pay (Meadow herself had inherited money from her husband, who’d passed away before Felix had been born, which was how she’s always afforded her lifestyle bartering her folk recipes instead of having to sell them. Felix always felt like his mother had been jealous of her sister’s financial security). There are still some probate processes that have to be done, and inheritance tax Felix will have to pay, which the solicitor has assured Felix he will look after for him. What it all boils down to, though, is that Felix will not be able to sell this property until the probate processing is over, and that could take six months or more.

	So, he is planning on staying here for the next six months, and when the time comes that he has the option to sell it, he will decide if he wants to stay or leave. He just has to see if he liked it here first.

	The fact that he isn’t necessarily planning to stay long doesn’t change the fact that he needs a desk chair, though. At some point, he is going to have to figure out where the nearest furniture store is and how to get there, so he can get himself a proper ergonomic desk chair. The one at his old flat had been getting old and faulty, and he’d decided to leave it with all the furnishings that had come with the flat.  This cottage will be the first time he has full control over what his environment looks like, and the fact that he doesn’t have to pay such high rent anymore means that he can splurge a little on decorating. Even if he only stays here for six months, half a year is plenty of time to get comfortable. Maybe he could paint all the walls his favourite colours. He could buy a nice couch and a decent television, and maybe even a big bookshelf so he can keep all of his aunt’s books.

	He’d come to that decision earlier today; all the books and the recipes inside them had been so important to his aunt, and they were part of his family’s history. Even though he had a bad relationship with his family, and had always hated their ways, he wants to pay respect to his aunt by keeping her collection and learning from them. His mother had always said (threatened) that she was going to start teaching him how to do all of it so he could participate in the family business one day, but he’d avoided and protested and made excuses until the day he’d left home and never gone back.

	He would have preferred to learn all of it from his aunt. She’d always been more patient and knew how to talk to him better than his mother ever had, and he knows she would have been a great teacher. But they’d both known his mother would have taken it as a great insult if he'd learnt from his aunt instead of her, so Meadow had never crossed that line into teaching him.

	So, he’s going to keep all his aunt’s books, and he’s going to learn from them the way that he couldn’t learn from her directly.

	Felix looks out over the top of his laptop at the overgrown front garden outside, and it reminds him of how poorly the vegetable patch is doing. The first thing he’ll have to do is fix that.

	He moves his laptop cursor up to the search bar, and types beginner’s guide to gardening into the search bar.
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	The next morning Felix tackles the garden. It's a nice day out, the sun peaking through soft white clouds, and he's happy to soak up some rays before autumn fully sets in. He'd put on a pair of brown dungarees over a striped jumper, and sturdy boots that had been his one final expense before he'd left London, thinking good mud-resistant walking boots would be a necessity for the countryside. The outfit feels a little cliché, but it also makes him feel like he fits his surroundings better. The dungarees and boots feel like a uniform. 

	Besides, he's out here all by himself, so if he feels a little like a try-hard in his outfit, no one will know about it except him. 

	There’s an old garden shed behind the vegetable patch, and he manages to pry the rusty lock open (adding replacing it to his to-do list), only to find it filled with even more clutter and even thicker dust than the house had been. There’s a lawn mower and a strimmer, and there, hanging on hooks right next to the door, are his aunt’s old gardening tools. He spends a long moment just running his hands over them, remembering his aunt using them when he was a kid. 

	There’s also a little folding gardening chair, and so he grabs that and the tools, and moves to weed the beds in the vegetable garden.

	Pulling weeds is a difficult task – not only because a lot of them are prickly and he has to try and get them out by the root, but also, just because other people might consider something a weed doesn’t mean it isn’t useful. Marsh mallow and dandelions are usually considered weeds, but they are also both ingredients in many teas and poultices his family makes.

	Felix tries to identify each plant as he works, using a plant identification app on his phone and a book he found inside. He’s been out in the garden for a few hours, his hands stinging even through the thick garden gloves he’s wearing, when he hears an engine running.

	He looks up to see a white van outside his gate and frowns. The fact that he’s out here alone with only his editor, his aunt’s probate solicitor, and two strangers in the village knowing his whereabouts is not lost on him. He hopes whoever is in the van isn’t here to murder him.

	Felix watches as someone circles around the front of the vehicle. He’s too far away to see any details of his face, but as he gets to the passenger door he stiffens, his head jerking in Felix’s direction.

	Felix holds up a hand in greeting and walks towards his gate. “Hi!” he calls out. “Can I help you with anything?”

	As Felix gets closer, he sees more details about the man in front of him and is overcome with how attractive he is. He must be roughly the same age as Felix, with the kind of thick black hair that shadows his skin even with the closest shave. His eyes are brown, but flash almost amber in the weak sunlight, his nose an aquiline arch with a flat bridge, his lips slightly too wide for his face. 

	His shoulders are wide too, with large pecs that look ready to pop out of his shirt, a thin waist, and muscled arms covered in thick dark hair, shown off by the light grey Henley worn with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

	He is, in essence, absolutely gorgeous, and exactly Felix’s type – he's always had a thing for thick body hair, no matter the body type. 
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	Felix is so absorbed in looking at this beautiful man that he doesn’t realise right away that he hasn’t responded to Felix’s question yet. Felix watches as the stranger stiffly opens the passenger door and pulls out a large grocery bag.

	It finally clicks. “Oh! You’re the guy Wanda sent over with my groceries? Thank you so much!” Felix reaches down to undo the latch on the gate, letting it swing open. “Let me grab some of those, and you can help me bring them into the kitchen?”

	The man’s nostrils flare on an inhale as Felix comes closer, but he doesn't say anything, simply watching as Felix reaches out and takes two of the bags.

	“Have you lived in this area long? Sorry, I just moved here and you’re the first person I’ve seen in a couple days – even when I lived in London and worked from home, I at least still saw people out on the street from my window!”

	Felix has to put the groceries down to get the front door open, and when he glances back, the man is following him, a metre away and expression inscrutable as Felix uses his shoulder to force the door open.

	“Sorry, the door sticks, I have to fix it but I’m not really sure how to do that just yet.”

	Felix is aware that he is babbling – he’s always been a babbler when he’s around hot people. It’s one of the few things about himself that he finds unbearably embarrassing.

	He picks up the grocery bags and continues into the house, and when he looks back, the hot guy is still standing at the door, looking a little shell-shocked. “You can come in!” Felix calls to him. “Sorry about the mess,” he says as he puts the groceries on the counter. The kitchen is clean now, but if the man looks through the open archway into the living room, he’ll easily spot all the books piled in the corner. “They were my aunt’s, but for some reason there’s no bookshelf in here.”

	The man cautiously steps forward into the kitchen, and the wariness is odd – he’s much bigger than Felix is, so surely he can’ be nervous of him. 

	“Did you know my aunt?” Felix asks, even though he's not expecting an answer. He’s about to go on another inane tangent when–

	“Yes.”

	The man’s voice is gruff, but gentler than Felix expected. His eyes fly to the stranger, and Felix watches the way he carefully places the grocery bags on the table before stepping back.

	“Really? Did she make any of her folk remedies for you?” Felix asks, desperate to hear more of that voice. “What is your name, by the way? I’m Felix Hunter.”

	Felix holds out a hand to shake, and the man’s eyes go wide as he takes a step back. Felix waits an agonising moment with his hand awkwardly outstretched in the wide gap between them, before he slowly pulls it back down and stuffs it in his pocket. His face feels hot with mortification.

	“Right! Well, you probably have more deliveries to make, right? Don’t let me keep you.” Felix starts moving toward the open door, ready to have this whole mortifying encounter over, when again–

	“My name is Declan. Declan O’Connor.”

	When Felix turns back to him, the stranger – Declan – is hunched with his eyes on the ground, his ears red, and – oh. Maybe this hot dude is just really shy.

	Well. Felix can work with shy.

	“That’s a lovely name,” Felix says as he leads the man to the front door. “Well, I’m obviously new in the area. Do you know where I could buy a shelf? Or stuff to make a shelf? I don’t know the first thing about woodworking, but now I’ve got all this space to learn some new skills, right?” He opens his arms wide to account for his garden, but Declan isn’t even looking at him, already making a beeline for his van. 

	Felix drops his arms and follows. “Right, yeah,” Felix sighs. “I guess I’ll figure it out myself, yeah?”

	At that Declan pauses, and he turns back to Felix, though his eyes are still downcast. “There's-there's a hardware store in the village,” he says haltingly. “I can do deliveries from them too, if you need…”

	Felix smiles tentatively. “Really? Thank you, that’d be amazing! I’ll make a list!” He’s about to say more, but Declan nods and, at an almost unnatural speed, turns and jumps into the front seat of his van, shutting the car door with force.

	Felix watches in confused disbelief as the van speeds down the dirt road.
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	Felix channels his embarrassment into the garden, getting out the old battered strimmer and putting all his energy into clearing the unruly front lawn and the space between the house and the vegetable garden. There’s a lot more lawn out behind the vegetable garden, a wide space of tall grass between the forest and the house that now belongs to him, but he won’t bother with mowing that. 

	When the sun dips behind the forest and the air gets colder, Felix finally calls it a day, stretching his sore body as he takes everything in. 

	He’s made great progress in just one day of work – the place looks like an actual garden again. He still needs to deal with the broken trellises, but the grass is freshly mown, the beds tilled, and all the dead plants cut down.  

	He packs away the tools and retreats back inside. He’s harvested a surprising amount of vegetables, herbs, and a few fruits, and with his new groceries and some of his freshly cut herbs, he makes himself a large helping of pasta, with enough for two more meals in the upcoming days.

	Satisfied with his meal, he sits down at the desk and pulls some of his aunt’s books towards him – the ones he’s found that have plants on the cover – and spends the rest of the evening reading.
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	Felix’s days fall into an easy routine. Each evening, he pages through his aunt’s books, and jots down anything helpful in the notes app on his phone. In the mornings, he starts his day off with breakfast and a cup of tea as he checks his emails and social media (he’s happy to see that everyone seems to be enjoying the webtoon episode that had been released that week) before he spends the day either working in the garden or attempting to make some of the easier folk remedies in his aunt’s books.

	A lot of what he’s doing is prep work – he picks different herbs from the garden, along with garlic he’d found in one of the beds. His aunt has two hooks above the kitchen window, and while strolling around the edge of his property, he finds a fallen tree branch that he thinks is pretty, so he brings it into the house and hangs it up on those hooks, using some twine he found in one of the kitchen cupboards to tie the herbs along the branch. He spends an evening with a video tutorial open on his laptop, figuring out how to clean and dry the garlic so he can braid them.

	It’s funny how, as a kid, he’d never been interested in any of this. His parents had made him do garden work as a chore, but he’d begged off to do cleaning chores instead and leave the gardening to his sisters. And in London, he’d relished the ease of buying fruits and vegetables from grocery stores, and not having to worry about whether it was the right season for them, or if the harvest had been good enough, or if any pests had gotten into them.

	He used to spend a few hours a week in the gym on the second floor of his apartment building, focusing on areas of his body that’d give him a more masculine shape. Now, though, he’s enjoying the good honest work of toiling in the garden. He feels his muscles pull and stretch in ways they never have during a gym workout. He likes going to bed each night sore from a day of hard work.

	Unfortunately, he spends a lot of his time reliving how embarrassing his encounter with Declan was, and goes back and forth between wishing he’ll never see the man again and desperately hoping he can make a better second impression. 

	But he eventually caves and texts Wanda to ask for a grocery delivery again after he thinks about carrying heavy grocery bags home with him again. 

	 

	Wanda: Sure! Though don’t avoid coming in again too long, I’d love to chat with you more.

	 

	Felix smiles at that, touched. Maybe he could make a friend here, after all.

	 

	Felix: don’t worry, I have a growing list of tasks I need to come into the village for at some point.

	 

	Wanda: Good!

	 

	Felix sends through his grocery list and she sends him an invoice, saying they’ll be delivered within the next few days.

	He’ll spend those days cycling between dreading and anticipating seeing Declan again.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	A few days later he’s busy chopping vegetables when his phone starts ringing. His heart leaps when he sees it's his editor.

	“Hello?” He says, putting it on speaker as he washes his hands.

	“Hi, Felix!” Emily’s voice comes through the line, chipper as always. “I wanted to phone to see how you’re doing. How’s the move been?”

	Despite Emily being consistently friendly and nice every time they interacted, Felix always feels like he’s in trouble when she calls. Probably because he's of the opinion that phone calls should only be made for absolute emergencies, while Emily is very much one of those people who prefers the immediacy of phone calls over emails. 

	“I’ve been good, thanks!” he says, though he can hear the strain in his voice. “I’ve been settling in well, and I can probably start working on the comic again soon.”

	“That’s great!” Emily says enthusiastically. Emily is one of the newer and less-experienced editors at the company – in fact she’d only started a few months before they’d signed Felix on with them – but she excels at her work, and seems to really care about Felix’s wellbeing. “But I want you to promise me not to start working for at least another week, like we agreed, alright? The break will be good for your health, and I don’t want you burning out on me.”

	That was one of the reasons he loved Emily. A lot of webtoon companies overworked their artists, trying to get them to churn out as much work as possible just to feed the desires of viewers and caring very little for the artist’s wellbeing or their artistic vision. He loves that his publisher prides themselves on good quality over fast output. 

	“Right, thank you,” Felix says, smiling down at his phone, the stress of the call leaving him. “I am looking forward to working again, though. I think this new location will do good to inspire me.”

	“That’s great!” Emily enthuses, sounding sincerely happy for him. “It must be difficult to move into your aunt’s place. Were you close with her?”

	Felix bites his lip, trying to decide how to respond. He had tried to keep things strictly professional with Emily, but it's hard when she seems to genuinely care. 

	“It…” He decides to go with honesty, but not too much. “We used to be close when I was young, but we lost touch when I moved away from home. It’s been a little difficult seeing how in disrepair the cottage was. I had to spend a few days cleaning everything.”

	Emily makes a sympathetic humming noise. “I’m sorry to hear that. I hope living there will make you feel close to her again.”

	“Yeah…” Felix says slowly. He thinks about the books he’s been reading, and the time spent rejuvenating her garden, and the letter she’d written him. “I do feel a lot closer to her. It’s nice.”

	“I’m glad to hear it! And do you have a good space to work in?”

	Felix glances at his makeshift workspace, with the uncomfortable dining chair he’d put a throw cushion on to make slightly less uncomfortable. “I’ve got a space set up, but I should probably buy a new desk chair before I have to start working again.”

	“Oh, absolutely,” Emily says. “Make sure you get something ergonomic, okay? Back pain is no joke.”

	Felix laughs. “Will do. Thank you for checking in with me.”

	“Well, of course!” Emily says. “Don’t tell anyone, but you’re my favourite artist.”

	Felix shakes his head. “I bet you say that to all of us.”

	“Yes, but I only mean it with you.”

	He laughs again, and they say their goodbyes before he hangs up. He’s about to go back to his chopping when the thought hits him that some fresh rosemary will make the dish better.

	He heads outside and pauses at the front door when he notices something at the front gate, next to his letterbox. He frowns as he walks closer, and realises that they’re grocery bags. He's nervous as he gingerly unzips one of the bags, hit with the horrible thought that it may be filled with something like dead puppies or human body parts (he really shouldn’t be listening to so many true crime podcasts while he’s living out here in the middle of nowhere) but the bag is filled with bottles of milk and orange juice. 

	Realisation hits, and he looks up at the road, as if he’ll catch the retreating form of Declan’s van.

	“That fucker,” Felix grumbles out loud. Had Felix's rambling really been so bad that the man couldn’t face him again? How long have these groceries been out here? They could have gone bad before he’d found them!

	With more internal grumbling, Felix picks up the bags, taking them inside to unpack into the fridge and pantry. Then he remembers his rosemary and heads back outside a second time, still annoyed and even more embarrassed.
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	Felix finds an interesting book in his aunt’s collection as he’s eating dinner a few nights later. It has a plain brown leather cover with no title on the front or spine, so he hadn’t really noticed it at first, but when he opens it, he finds it’s about werewolves.

	It strikes him as odd, because the rest of his aunt's collection is nonfiction. This book is written in the same instructional style as a lot of his aunt's other books – remedies for wolfsbane poisoning, how to heal a werewolf’s bite or scratch, and how to prevent a werewolf from tracking you. The entire book is more fanciful than anything else his aunt owned, and Felix finds the book fascinating. It looks like a printed copy of something that had been handwritten and drawn in an illuminated manuscript, though the writing style, while formal, isn't Old English. Each page starts with a large intricately written header, the text straightforward and easy to read, with the facing page depicting a beautiful illustration of the effects of whatever the recipe is for.

	The werewolves drawn in the book are large creatures, standing on their hind legs like humans, but with high ankles like an animal and hunched shoulders with elongated necks. Their arms are long and their hands and feet end in claws, their entire bodies covered in thick fur. The head is almost completely that of a wolf’s, with bright eyes and big teeth.

	Felix is enchanted with the art, and it has him itching to try and draw in a similar style himself.

	He then comes to a page with intricate botanical art of a moonflower, and he recognises the leaves on it as one of the plants from the garden. He reads about how the flowers only bloom at night and that they bloom in late summer to early autumn, which means the flowers should be in bloom right now.

	He skims the next few pages and sees the moonflower is used in a lot of recipes – everything from a potion that helps werewolves regain control on a full moon to treatments for headaches, inflammation, anxiety, and insomnia.

	Felix is intrigued. He would never have to help a werewolf with their control,  obviously, but he could definitely use the moonflower for the other recipes.

	He glances outside, and the sun is almost about to set. The book says the flower blooms two hours after sunset, so he’ll finish his dinner, go have a shower, and then go investigate whether the plant has any blooms. 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	When Felix goes outside, the full moon is a big glowing silver coin in the middle of a cloudless night sky, and the garden is lit up in bright white light, with vast shadows made by the towering trees of the forest beyond his garden fence. He’s happy he doesn’t need to use his phone as a torch and takes a moment to appreciate the amount of stars he can see, admiring the Milky Way.

	He makes his way over to the flower garden and to the tall shrub with the heart-shaped leaves. He can definitely see some large white flower buds that look like they’re just about to bloom. He must have come out a little too early in his excitement to see them.

	But it’s no matter. He’s happy to stay outside for a while longer and enjoy the stars. It’s not too cold, either – a nice balmy late summer evening – and off in the distance he can hear what he thinks might be an owl hooting.

	It really is peaceful out here, he thinks, a moment before something huge hits him square in the middle of his back, toppling him down onto the grass below.

	The wind is knocked out of him, so he can't even gasp or scream as he feels huge clawed hands through the fabric of his shirt, and the heavy weight of something big and hot on his back.

	His mind is pure terror, too shocked to think about either fight or flight. Paralysis takes over his entire body, leaving him frozen, his eyes wide but only seeing the grass beneath him.

	Is this how I die? he thinks. And then, All those true crime podcasts were right, I shouldn’t have moved out here.

	But he waits for the worst to happen and nothing does. The claws don’t push into the skin of his back or pull his trousers down. No large teeth or weapons get pressed into the back of his neck.

	In fact, if he weren’t so terrified, the way the large body cradles his own might almost feel comfortable.

	The longer he goes with no immediate threat, the more the paralysis leaves him. Eventually, he feels like he can move his hand, and he tries to slowly reach for his phone.

	The thing above him starts growling, and Felix freezes again.

	When he stops moving, the growling turns into a soft rumble, which almost seems pleased. Almost like a cat’s purr.

	He stares at the grass tickling his face and knows this is how he will die.
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	Felix is very cold. He wants to sleep more, and he blindly reaches for his bedding, wondering if the heating in his flat got switched off. He feels around for his blanket, but strangely, instead of feeling soft sheets his hand encounters something prickly, and itchy, and oddly wet.

	Felix scrunches up his face, and that’s when he realises the wet prickly stuff is on his face, too. 

	He opens his eyes, and then shoots up into a sitting position, looking around wildly.

	He’s sitting in the middle of his aunt’s garden and, judging by the light, it’s a little after dawn. The grass around him is dew-damp, and birds are singing loudly in the trees nearby, blessing the daybreak with their song.

	Next to him in the grass are three moonflowers, neatly cut from the bush.

	He scrambles to stand up, looking around in every direction, but whatever had attacked him last night is nowhere to be seen.

	Was it all just a dream? A terrible nightmare invoked by the werewolf book he’d been reading?

	His entire body shivering, Felix makes a dash for his front door, sure that something’s going to come tearing out of the bushes to grab him again before he gets there, but nothing happens. He shuts the door behind him with a loud bang (which surely won’t help the way it scrapes and sticks, but he has more pressing concerns right now), and presses his back to it, holding it closed as he breathes fast and heavy.

	After a long while, when he’s sure nothing is chasing him, he falls into a more relaxed stance and slowly makes his way to the bathroom, the sudden rush of adrenaline rattling through him. His teeth chatter as his shaking hands fumble the shower on and pull his clothes off.

	As he pulls his shirt up over his head he pauses, then brings it to his nose, sniffing deeply before recoiling.

	The shirt smells like wet dog.
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	elix stays in the shower until the water runs cold. When he gets out he ties a towel around his waist while eyeing the clothes on the floor like they’ll bite him. He warily picks them up and brings them to his face, and – yeah. He hadn’t been imagining the wet dog smell.

	Felix makes a face, and starts a load of laundry immediately. He tries to focus on his morning routine, but he’s jumpy; every little creak and groan of the old house makes him startle, and he has no desire to eat anything for breakfast. He manages half a cup of tea and half a biscuit before giving up.

	When the washing machine beeps out a happy tune, he jumps a foot in the air and screeches.

	His heart rate picks back up again when he realises he has to go outside to hang the washing up.

	“Fuck,” he says out loud into the quiet of his house.

	There’s a clotheshorse folded up in the cupboard next to the washing machine, probably meant to be used in winter or on rainy days. The sun is shining happily outside, but fuck it. Felix is using the clotheshorse.
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	Felix tries to have a normal morning after that. Whatever happened last night was probably just some kind of horrible nightmare. He probably went sleepwalking. But no matter what he tries to do, his focus is shot and the cosy little cottage he’s been getting used
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