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            "Light thinks it travels faster than anything but it is wrong. No matter how fast light travels, it finds the darkness has always got there first, and is waiting for it." — Terry Pratchett

      

    


Prologue: What the Valley Knows

There is a thing that long-settled communities do with their most dangerous knowledge. They do not destroy it. Destruction requires acknowledgement, and acknowledgement is the first step toward confrontation, and confrontation is the thing they are most afraid of. Instead, they perform a more sophisticated operation: they metabolise the knowledge. They fold it into the fabric of their ordinary life until it becomes invisible — present everywhere, legible nowhere, encoded into behaviour so subtle and habitual that the people carrying it have long since forgotten that they are carrying anything at all.

The people of Oakhaven had been doing this with their knowledge of Obsidian Hill for four generations.

The evidence of it was everywhere, if you knew how to look. It was in the way that no house on the southeastern side of Rimu Lane had ever been built with a window facing the hill, even though the architects who designed them had no record of any covenant or council regulation requiring this. It was in the way that the local secondary school's curriculum had always used the phrase "the surrounding landscape" in its geography unit rather than naming specific landmarks, and that no teacher in thirty-seven years of school records had ever assigned a project on Blackwood Manor. It was in the way the Oakhaven District Historical Society had a comprehensive archive of every colonial estate and public building in the valley going back to the 1840s — except one. There were no records of Blackwood Manor in the archive. There was, instead, a gap: a folder whose label had been removed and whose contents had been replaced with a single sheet of blank paper.

The oldest residents of Oakhaven — the ones in their eighties and nineties who sat in the sun outside the community centre on weekday mornings — sometimes let things slip. References to a time, decades ago, when the hill had been different. When it had been possible, on certain nights, to see lights moving inside the upper windows of the castle. When a local farmer had lost an entire flock of sheep to what the Rural Fire Authority had officially recorded as "an unexplained atmospheric event" on the eastern slope of the ridge. When a surveyor from the Department of Lands and Survey had gone up to conduct a routine boundary assessment in 1967 and had come back down the same afternoon with hair that had turned white from the scalp to the tip — a condition his family had called shock, and which he had never spoken about for the remaining thirty-one years of his life.

The town did not talk about these things. It had made a collective, unconscious, entirely reasonable decision, long before Maya Voss was born, that the best policy was to let the hill be the hill. To live alongside the darkness rather than inside it.

But then Leo Voss had turned twenty-one, and had gotten his driver's licence, and had spent eighteen months listening to the town's silence and reading its negative space with the careful attention of a young man who had inherited, from his mother's side, a deep and structural inability to let things be.

He had gone up the hill on a Tuesday night in autumn with a torch, a notebook, his cheap blue ballpoint pen, and his phone.

He had not come back down.

And now, one year later, his sister was standing at the base of the ridge with a crowbar and a tactical flashlight, and the town's long, careful, cooperative forgetting was about to be undone.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of an Absence
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The town of Oakhaven did not map well.

On official municipal charts, maintained in laminated folders in the Oakhaven District Council offices and refreshed every five years, it appeared as a tidy, predictable grid of suburban cul-de-sacs, manicured lawns, and colonial-style homes nestled comfortably in a wide, green valley just north of Auckland. The council liked the map. The map made sense. The map showed a town in which nothing inexplicable had ever happened or could ever happen — a town of barbecues and school fundraisers and mildly contentious debates about speed bumps on Rata Street.

But if you actually lived within the borders of Oakhaven — if you had grown up cycling its backroads and reading its local paper — you knew with a deep, wordless certainty that the geography was warped, pulled fundamentally out of true by a single, inescapable landmark that the municipal cartographers had chosen, year after year, to render as a faint, neutral smudge of grey: Obsidian Hill.

The hill stood at the southeastern edge of town, where the valley floor abruptly surrendered to a steep, almost vertical mass of bare black rock and ashen scrubland. It didn't belong to the landscape the way hills usually do — gradually, companionably, as a natural extension of the earth around them. Obsidian Hill existed in opposition to everything around it. Where the valley was warm and sun-saturated, the hill was perpetually cool and shadowed. Where the native bush was thick and humming with insects and bird calls, the scrubland on its slopes was silent and dead-grey, like vegetation preserved in amber that had never been alive at all.

And at the absolute top of that wrongful, impossible hill, crouched like a predatory animal that had been frozen mid-lunge by some ancient curse, sat the castle.

The locals called it Blackwood Manor in polite company and in any conversation that might be overheard by children or tourists. The estate agents who had once tried, disastrously, to list it for redevelopment had called it "a heritage property with significant character and unique renovation potential." The Oakhaven District Historical Register listed it under the dry, bureaucratic heading of "Pre-Colonial Structure of Unknown Construction Date." But the teenagers — who, as teenagers invariably do, possessed a more direct relationship with the truth — simply called it the Void.

Maya Voss stood at her bedroom window on the first floor of her family's house on Rimu Lane, her forehead pressed against the cool, vibrating glass, looking out at the hill. The sun was performing its nightly theatre behind the western ridge, bleeding a bruised and sickly purple across the lower sky, the kind of sunset that made the valley look like the inside of a wound. The last amber light threw long, warm shadows across the manicured lawns of the neighbourhood, illuminating every letterbox, every driveway, every tidy hedge in a brief, generous gold.

But the hill at the edge of town remained stubbornly, entirely lightless. The sunset touched everything except it. It sat there at the edge of the visual world like a grease stain on a silk dress — an ugly, absolute void that swallowed the evening light with the indifference of a black hole consuming stardust.

"He's not coming back, Maya," a soft, paper-thin voice said from the doorway behind her.

Maya didn't turn around. She didn't need to. She knew exactly what her mother looked like in this moment without requiring the confirmation of sight: a woman who had once been warm and solid and certain, and who had spent the last twelve months being slowly, systematically hollowed out by sleeplessness and grief, until there was very little left of her that you could point to and call substantial. She would be standing in the doorway in her worn blue dressing gown, holding a laundry basket full of clothes that belonged to a boy who wasn't there to wear them — because folding Leo's clothes was the only ritual that still made her feel connected to him.

"They found his car at the base of the hill, Mum," Maya said. Her voice was tight and flat, barely louder than the low, persistent hum of the refrigerator two floors below. "The keys were still in the ignition. His phone was sitting on the dashboard, screen-up, battery half-charged. His wallet was in the glove box. His jacket was on the passenger seat. People don't just walk away from their lives and leave behind everything that makes them a person."

"Leo was reckless," her mother sighed. The wicker of the laundry basket creaked softly as she shifted her weight, a sound Maya associated now with grief itself — small, domestic, and impossible to escape. "He was obsessed with that place. You know what the police said. They searched the perimeter thoroughly. There is nothing up there but old stone and structural hazards and bad memories. Please, Maya. Come down for dinner. Don't do this to yourself every single evening."

"I'll be down in a minute," Maya lied.

She waited, perfectly still, until she heard her mother's dragging footsteps fade down the carpeted hallway and disappear around the corner toward the kitchen stairs. Then she reached into the left pocket of her hoodie. Her fingers found the smooth, scratch-resistant screen of her phone — she had stopped putting a case on it three months ago because the extra millimetre of rubber had started to feel like an insult to the urgency of the situation. She didn't need to unlock the screen to know what was waiting on it.

She had listened to Leo's final voicemail exactly three hundred and forty-two times. She knew the precise duration — seven seconds. She knew the exact timestamp — 11:42 PM, one year ago tonight. She knew every inflection of every syllable, every hitch of breath, every distortion in the audio. She had cleaned the recording up with five different software applications, run it through acoustic analysis tools, and had even sent an anonymised copy to an audio engineering forum asking for help identifying the interference pattern. None of
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