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Chapter 1: The Green Sanctuary

	 

	Ellie Harrow liked the hour when other people stopped needing things.

	It came late in the day, after the last dog walker had drifted home with a jangling lead and a plastic bag, after the last delivery truck had rattled away from the estate gates, after the final phone call that began with Sorry to bother you and ended with Ellie staring at the screen as if it might bite. When the world quieted, she could hear her own work again: the small, orderly sounds of pruning, raking, clipping, and watering. Living things doing what living things did, if you gave them half a chance.

	The Worthing place sat above the river, a big old house with a view that looked like it had been designed to impress people who were tired of impressing other people. Two acres of gardens wrapped around it in clean, obedient layers. Hedges trimmed into lines so straight they seemed drawn with a ruler. Gravel paths combed smooth every morning. Beds edged like picture frames.

	It should have been comforting.

	It was, in a way. Ellie could lose herself in the logic of it. A hedge was a hedge; it didn’t smile and then change its mind. A rose would warn you with thorns. A rotten branch cracked when you leaned on it. Plants didn’t pretend.

	Still, even here, she kept track of exits.

	She made herself do it without shame now. She’d stopped arguing with her own nervous system about whether it was reasonable. Reason had nothing to do with it. Her body ran on a different calendar than her mind. Her body was three years behind, still living in a house where the air could change in one breath and become dangerous.

	She moved along the yew hedge with her shears, cutting back the new growth with small, precise snips. The late-summer air smelled of sun-warmed resin and damp soil. Her gloves were dusty with a green film. Her shoulders were tired in a clean, satisfying way.

	Ellie’s gaze kept drifting to the end of the drive, where the gate sat half-hidden behind two mature oaks. Beyond it, the road dipped and curved out of sight.

	Mrs Worthing had called that morning, voice bright and harmless as a magazine cover.

	“Ellie, darling, I have the garden party tomorrow. Only a few people, but you know how it is. Could you just… make it perfect?”

	Make it perfect. Ellie’s stomach had tightened in that old, reflexive way. Perfection was a loaded word. Perfection had once meant: do it again. Perfection had once meant: why can’t you ever. Perfection had once meant: look what you made me do.

	She had swallowed and said, “Of course,” because she had learned the difference between a rich client and a dangerous man, and still, her body didn’t always believe it.

	She checked her watch. A little after seven. Later than she’d meant to be here.

	The estate had its own security, but Ellie didn’t trust security systems the way some people did. Security systems were for insurance companies and lawsuits. They were not for the moment when someone decided the rules didn’t apply to them.

	She finished the hedge line and straightened up, rolling her neck gently. The sky had taken on that bruised colour that came just before dusk. The first moths were flickering around the boxwoods near the patio lights.

	Ellie picked up her rake and began combing the gravel path. The repetitive motion calmed her. Pull, lift, step. Pull, lift, step. The gravel whispered under the metal tines.

	A sound carried across the property. Not from the house, not from the road. Something lower, muffled, as if it was coming from inside the greenery itself.

	Ellie froze, rake hovering.

	She waited. She listened.

	A second sound. A scrape, then a soft exhale.

	She hated that her first thought was always the same: Someone’s here. Her brain produced images before logic could catch up. A man stepping out from behind the shrubs. A hand closing around her wrist. The smell of beer and anger. A voice saying her name like it was an accusation.

	Ellie inhaled through her nose, slow. The smell of yew and gravel. No beer. No sweat.

	She eased the rake down and moved, not quickly, but deliberately, like a person who belonged there. Like a woman with a job, not a woman with a past.

	The sound came again, deeper now, and she realised it wasn’t a human breath. It was a pant, restrained, controlled.

	Under the rhododendron.

	The Worthings loved rhododendrons. Big, lush shrubs that swallowed corners of the garden and turned them into dark pockets. Ellie had pruned the lower branches earlier in the season to let air in. Now, the shrub looked like a green cave.

	She crouched slowly, keeping her hands visible to herself, as if her own body needed reassurance.

	“Hey,” she said, quietly. Her voice sounded strange in the hush. “It’s alright.”

	Two amber eyes stared back at her from the shadow.

	Ellie’s skin prickled. Not because of the dog itself, but because of the way it held still. A stray dog, cornered, usually did one of two things: it bolted, or it bared its teeth. This one watched her like it was watching the edge of a field, measuring distance.

	The dog’s coat was a mix of sandy tan and dark saddle markings. There were scars on its muzzle, and a tear in one ear that looked old and cleanly healed. Its ribs were not sharply visible, but there was a leanness that suggested it had been running more than it had been eating.

	A Belgian Malinois, Ellie thought, or a shepherd mix. Working breed. High drive.

	The dog’s mouth was slightly open, tongue barely visible. It wasn’t panting from fear. It was regulating heat the way an athlete did after exertion.

	Ellie felt something in her chest soften, just a fraction.

	“You’re not from around here,” she whispered.

	The dog blinked once.

	Ellie didn’t reach for it. She didn’t do what people did in films, the sudden grab, the hopeful hug. She knew better. You didn’t grab frightened things. You offered space, and you offered choices.

	She leaned back on her heels and held out the back of her gloved hand at ground level.

	The dog’s nostrils flared. It didn’t rush forward. It didn’t hesitate in confusion either. It moved with a cautious certainty, stepping out from under the rhododendron with a smoothness that made Ellie think of a big cat.

	It approached in a shallow arc, not straight on. It stopped just out of reach, head slightly angled, eyes still on her face, not on her hands.

	Ellie swallowed.

	She was used to reading plants. She was used to reading the environment. She was used to reading people, in the way you learned to read a storm by the pressure in your ears and the way the birds went silent.

	She was not used to being read back.

	The dog took another step, sniffed her glove once, and then stepped past her, not to flee, but to reposition. It put itself at her side, shoulder almost aligned with her knee, as if it was scanning the garden beyond her.

	As if she was the thing that mattered, and the threats were out there.

	Ellie’s heart kicked harder.

	“That is… not normal,” she murmured.

	The dog’s ears twitched. It wasn’t reacting to her words. It was reacting to something else, distant and faint.

	Ellie listened again. Nothing obvious. No car engine. No footsteps. No voices.

	But the dog’s attention had sharpened. Its body went from poised to ready, like a spring that had been tightened.

	Then Ellie heard it: a high, barely-there chirp, like a bird that didn’t belong to this place. A sound so faint she might have imagined it if the dog hadn’t reacted first.

	The dog’s eyes flicked toward the driveway.

	Ellie followed its gaze.

	At the far end of the drive, beyond the gate, a black SUV rolled past on the road. It moved slowly, too slowly for the curve. It didn’t turn in. It didn’t stop. It just passed, dark windows reflecting the last of the light.

	Maybe it was nothing. Plenty of people drove black SUVs.

	Still, Ellie’s shoulders tightened. She watched until it disappeared around the bend.

	When she looked back, the dog was still staring at the road, ears forward, head slightly lifted as if tasting the air.

	Ellie forced herself to breathe.

	“You’re safe,” she said, though she wasn’t sure if she meant the dog or herself.

	The dog turned its head and looked at her again. Not pleading. Not submissive. Simply… present.

	Ellie stood slowly, careful not to loom. She slipped off one glove and tucked it into her pocket. Her fingers were gritty, nails stained with soil. Hands that built things. Hands that made order.

	“What are you doing here?” she asked, quietly. “Did someone dump you?”

	The dog didn’t answer, obviously, but it shifted its weight and looked back under the rhododendron, where a shallow depression in the mulch suggested it had been lying there for a while.

	It had chosen that spot. Not random. Concealed. Elevated enough to see the path. Close to the drive, but not visible from it.

	Like a hide.

	Ellie felt the old, familiar coldness in her stomach. A memory of learning to pick hiding spots in her own house. Places where you could hear the floorboards. Places where you could reach a phone. Places where you could bolt if you had to.

	She realised her hands were trembling slightly. Not from fear of the dog. From recognition.

	She tightened her fingers into a fist and loosened them again.

	“Okay,” she said, making a decision before she could talk herself out of it. “Come on. Let’s get you some water.”

	She stood and began walking toward the back door of the estate’s gardener’s shed where she kept her supplies. She didn’t look over her shoulder right away, because she didn’t want to pressure the dog into following.

	After three steps, she heard soft footfalls on gravel behind her.

	She glanced sideways.

	The dog was following at a measured distance, not crowding her, not lagging. Matching her pace. Watching everything.

	Ellie’s throat tightened unexpectedly. She didn’t like surprises, and yet, the idea of this animal choosing to trust her, even a little, felt like a small miracle.

	At the shed, she filled a plastic bowl from the hose. The dog drank, but not greedily. It took in water the way it took in everything: controlled, efficient. It paused twice to lift its head and scan.

	Ellie watched the line of its jaw, the way the muscles moved under scarred fur. This dog had been hurt. Not a little. Enough to leave marks.

	She reached into the shed and grabbed a handful of treats she kept for clients’ dogs who wandered over while she worked. She held one out between two fingers.

	The dog sniffed. Took it gently. Chewed twice. Swallowed. Then looked at her again.

	Ellie had the sudden, irrational thought that it was evaluating her. Not as a human did, with judgement, but with a kind of direct calculation: safe or unsafe, friend or threat.

	She felt oddly exposed.

	“What’s your name?” she asked, half-smiling at the absurdity of it. “I know you can’t tell me, but I’d like to call you something.”

	The dog’s ears flicked again, and Ellie realised she could hear it too now, faint but distinct: a distant electronic whine, like a mosquito made of metal. It came and went, riding the air.

	The dog turned its head toward the sound, body tightening.

	Ellie’s scalp tingled.

	“Okay,” she said, firmer. “We’re leaving. I’m done here.”

	She put the bowl away, locked the shed, and walked toward her van. The dog followed without hesitation.

	Ellie’s van was old but reliable. Beige, scratched, and blessedly forgettable. She preferred things that didn’t draw eyes. She opened the sliding door and stepped back.

	The dog hopped in smoothly, no scrambling. It turned once, then sat facing outward, watching the driveway as if it expected something to come through the gates.

	Ellie shut the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. Her hands were steady on the wheel. That was something she had trained into herself. Even when her insides went liquid, her hands could be steady. That was the difference between panic and survival.

	She pulled out of the estate and drove down the long, curved drive toward the gate.

	Halfway there, she saw the security camera mounted on a post near the rose garden. She knew the Worthings’ cameras were cloud-linked. She knew her face would be on them, and the dog’s shape too.

	A normal thought followed: If the Worthings notice, they’ll call animal control.

	Another thought followed quickly, sharp and unwelcome: If someone else is looking, they’ll see too.

	Ellie didn’t like that thought. She didn’t know why it had appeared. She didn’t have evidence. She didn’t have a reason.

	But she’d learned the hard way that the absence of evidence didn’t mean safety. It meant you hadn’t found the danger yet.

	At the gate, she stopped, punched in the code, and waited for the iron bars to slide apart. The dog in the back shifted slightly.

	Ellie glanced at the rear-view mirror. The dog’s eyes were fixed on the road beyond, ears forward. It wasn’t anxious in a dog way. It was alert in a soldier way.

	That phrase came into her head again, and she didn’t like it.

	She drove out, turned right toward town, and kept her speed steady. She didn’t check the mirror too often. Checking too often drew your own attention into a spiral.

	Still, she noticed, two minutes later, headlights behind her where there hadn’t been any before.

	A black SUV, distant.

	Ellie’s mouth went dry.

	She told herself it was coincidence. The road out here was limited. People drove black SUVs. The world didn’t revolve around her.

	But her heart didn’t believe her.

	The dog stood in the back, bracing itself, and Ellie heard a low sound, not quite a growl. More like a vibration.

	The sound made her stomach drop. It wasn’t protective barking. It was a warning.

	Ellie took the next turn off the main road, a small lane that looped through a stand of pines. She didn’t signal until the last second. She told herself it was practical, not paranoid.

	The SUV behind her continued straight.

	Ellie’s lungs released a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding.

	“Okay,” she whispered, and then, because she couldn’t help herself, she added, “Good.”

	She drove the rest of the way home with the van’s windows cracked. The air helped. Fresh air was a reminder that she wasn’t trapped.

	Her house sat on the edge of town, in a quiet neighbourhood where people mowed their lawns on Saturdays and smiled in careful, polite ways. Ellie’s place looked like every other small house from the street. That was intentional.

	Her backyard was a different story.

	Her backyard was her sanctuary and her armour.

	Tall hedges lined the fence. Not ornamental, but functional, dense evergreen barriers that blocked sightlines. She’d planted them herself, two years ago, and coaxed them into growth with an attention bordering on obsession. She’d added climbing vines over the trellis. She’d created layers of green that made her feel hidden without feeling trapped.

	Some people decorated their homes for beauty.

	Ellie decorated for safety.

	She parked in the driveway, turned off the engine, and sat for a moment. The dog was quiet behind her. She could feel its presence like a weight.

	Ellie reached into the glove box and took out her house key, holding it between her fingers like it might vanish if she didn’t. Her other hand drifted toward the small canister of pepper spray she kept tucked beside the seat.

	She hated that she kept it. She loved that she had it.

	She got out of the van and slid the side door open.

	The dog jumped down and stood on the driveway, head turning slowly as it took in the environment. It looked at the street, the neighbouring yards, the line of trees behind the houses.

	Then it looked at Ellie.

	It didn’t move until she moved.

	The closeness of that, the quiet choice of it, made Ellie’s throat ache.

	“Okay,” she said softly. “This is my place. You can stay one night. That’s it. One night, and then I’ll… figure something out.”

	She didn’t know why she lied. She already knew she wasn’t going to hand this dog over to animal control. She already knew she couldn’t.

	Because she recognised something in it. Not intelligence, not training. Something else.

	The look of an animal that had been told what it was, and had run anyway.

	Ellie opened her front door with her key and stepped inside, holding it open.

	The dog entered without hesitation.

	And then, impossibly, it did something that made Ellie’s skin go cold.

	It cleared the room.

	Not in a playful way, not in a curious sniffing way. It moved along the perimeter, checking corners, pausing at doorways, glancing down the hallway as if assessing lines of approach. It stopped at the base of the stairs, looked up, then looked back to Ellie.

	Waiting.

	Ellie stood in the doorway with her keys still in her hand, her pulse pounding in her ears.

	No. She told herself. No, that’s just you. That’s you seeing patterns where you want them. That’s you dragging your fear into everything.

	But the dog’s body language was not ambiguous. Ellie had worked around animals enough to know the difference between curiosity and readiness.

	“Have you been in houses before?” she whispered.

	The dog flicked an ear and moved on, satisfied.

	Ellie closed the door and engaged the deadbolt. Once. Twice. Habit. She pressed her palm against it, feeling the solidity.

	The dog watched her do it.

	For a second, Ellie felt stupid, exposed. Like the dog had seen her weakness.

	Then the dog moved closer, not crowding, just near enough that she could feel warmth.

	Ellie swallowed hard.

	“You don’t think it’s stupid,” she murmured. “Do you.”

	She took off her shoes and set them neatly by the door. She hung her keys on the hook she’d installed at shoulder height. Everything had a place. Everything stayed where she put it. That was how she kept her mind from sliding into chaos.

	The dog stood in the middle of her living room, ears rotating. Listening.

	Ellie moved through her house turning on lamps. She didn’t like overhead lights at night. Lamps made pools of warm visibility while keeping corners dim. Corners were comfort. Corners were places you could tuck yourself into.

	She went into the kitchen and filled a stainless-steel bowl with water. The dog came quietly behind her.

	“Food,” she said, thinking out loud. “I don’t have dog food. I have… eggs. And chicken.”

	She opened the fridge and took out cooked chicken she’d meal-prepped. Plain, no seasoning. She shredded some into a bowl, added a bit of water to soften it. She set it down and stepped back.

	The dog sniffed once, then ate. Again, not greedily, but efficiently. It chewed with precision, pausing between mouthfuls to lift its head and listen.

	Ellie sat at her small kitchen table and watched, hands folded. She should have been thinking about calling someone, about doing the responsible thing. A shelter. A vet. A neighbour.

	But the idea of involving other people made her skin crawl. Other people meant questions. Questions meant paperwork. Paperwork meant names and addresses and systems.

	Ellie didn’t trust systems.

	When the dog finished, it licked the bowl clean and looked at her.

	“Alright,” Ellie said. “Bathroom.”

	She led it down the hall, opened the back door to the yard, and stepped out onto the small patio. The air had cooled. Crickets sang in the grass.

	The dog paused at the threshold and looked out, scanning the yard as if it was a new territory to map. Then it stepped into the grass, nose down briefly, and moved along the hedge line.

	Ellie watched it with a strange mix of admiration and unease. It didn’t meander. It did a perimeter check. It was confirming barriers, assessing escape routes, identifying potential breaches.

	It stopped near the far corner where Ellie had installed a motion light. Ellie had put it there because the corner was a blind spot from the house. She had memorised the angles.

	The dog stood still, head slightly tilted.

	Ellie followed its gaze. Nothing there. Just hedge, fence, and darkness.

	Then, faintly, Ellie heard that high electronic chirp again, like a distant signal.

	The dog’s body went rigid.

	Ellie’s mouth went dry.

	The dog turned its head slowly and looked toward the street, through the hedge. Of course it couldn’t see through the hedge. But it acted as if it could see something anyway.

	Ellie’s heart began to pound in a way she didn’t like. It wasn’t anxiety. It was warning.

	She forced herself to move, to not freeze. Her legs wanted to lock. Her body wanted to become invisible.

	She chose not to.

	“Inside,” she said, voice low but firm. She didn’t know why she used that tone. It was the tone you used with trained dogs.

	The dog looked at her.

	For a heartbeat, Ellie felt ridiculous.

	Then the dog obeyed.

	It trotted back to the patio and slipped inside ahead of her, pausing at the door as if to make sure she followed.

	Ellie shut the back door and locked it. She went to the front window and peered through the blinds.

	The street was quiet. A few porch lights. No people. No cars moving.

	Still, Ellie kept staring until her eyes hurt.

	She pulled back and pressed her fingers to her forehead.

	It was only then she realised her hands were shaking again.

	She took a breath. Then another.

	“Okay,” she whispered, as if she could convince her nervous system with a word.

	The dog stood behind her, close enough that she could feel it, and Ellie turned slowly.

	“Come here,” she said.

	The dog approached and sat, gaze steady.

	Ellie crouched and reached out, hesitating just before she touched it. It was ridiculous. She wasn’t afraid of dogs. She’d handled anxious rescues for clients, dealt with territorial shepherds, coaxed frightened terriers away from the hedge trimmer. Animals made sense.

	But this animal felt different.

	She placed her hand on its neck.

	The fur was coarse and warm. Under it, muscle, dense and powerful. The dog didn’t flinch. It didn’t lean away. It accepted the touch like it was familiar, like it was something it had been trained to tolerate, but there was something else under that, something softer. A tiny release of tension.

	Ellie’s chest tightened.

	“You’re not a stray,” she whispered. “You’re… you’re someone’s.”

	The dog blinked once.

	Ellie’s fingers moved along the side of its head, brushing back fur near its left ear.

	She felt it before she saw it, a subtle ridge under the skin, hidden beneath the coat. Not a tumour. Not a tick. Something shaped, deliberate.

	Her stomach dropped.

	Ellie parted the fur gently.

	A small, circular patch of skin sat behind the ear, shaved close. In the centre was something that looked like a sealed port, flush with the skin. The material was matte and dark, like medical-grade polymer.

	Ellie stared, her mind scrambling for explanations.

	A tracking chip, she thought wildly, but that was for pets, and those were injected under the skin, not… this. This looked installed. This looked like equipment.

	The dog didn’t pull away. It watched her, calm.

	Ellie’s mouth went dry.

	“What are you?” she whispered.

	The dog’s ears flicked, and again, Ellie heard the faintest hint of that electronic chirp, now closer, or perhaps she was simply more aware of it.

	Ellie stood quickly, sudden adrenaline making her light-headed. She moved to her kitchen drawer and pulled out her flashlight. She came back, crouched, and shone the light at the port.

	The dog’s eyes narrowed slightly against the brightness, but it stayed still.

	Ellie leaned closer.

	There were tiny markings around the edge. Too small to read without magnification. A faint seam. No irritation, no swelling. The skin around it was clean, healed.

	This wasn’t recent.

	This dog had been someone’s project for a long time.

	Ellie swallowed hard, and the memory came without permission, sharp and bodily. The way her ex-husband’s grip had felt on her wrist, like ownership. The way he had said, You’re mine, as if that was a fact, not a threat.

	Ellie’s vision narrowed.

	She forced herself to breathe.

	The dog watched her, and the calmness in its eyes anchored her. Not in a magical way. In a simple, physical way: a living thing in the room that wasn’t trying to take from her.

	Ellie lowered the flashlight.

	“Okay,” she said, voice shaking slightly. “Okay. One thing at a time.”

	She stood and walked to her hallway closet, pulled out an old blanket, and spread it on the floor in the living room near the couch. She didn’t want the dog in her bedroom yet. Bedrooms were too intimate. Bedrooms were where fear lived.

	“This is yours,” she said, pointing to the blanket as if it was a contract. “You can sleep here.”

	The dog stepped onto the blanket and turned in a tight circle. Then it lay down, chin on paws, eyes still open.

	Ellie watched it for a moment, then realised she was holding her breath again.

	She went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. Her hands steadied as she drank.

	She told herself she could call the non-emergency line. She told herself she could do the responsible thing in the morning.

	But the thought of explaining that port to a stranger made her skin crawl.

	And beneath that, quieter but stronger, was the thought she didn’t want to admit yet.

	If someone put that in the dog, someone might come looking for it.

	Ellie glanced toward the living room.

	The dog was still awake, eyes tracking the front window.

	Guarding.

	Ellie’s throat tightened.

	“No,” she said softly, to herself. “Not guarding. Not… not that.”

	But the word wouldn’t leave her alone.

	She carried her glass into the living room and sat on the couch, keeping her distance. She didn’t turn on the television. She didn’t want noise. Noise masked things.

	Outside, the neighbourhood settled into night. Somewhere down the street, a car door closed. A dog barked once, then fell silent.

	Ellie watched the dog on the blanket. It didn’t sleep the way dogs usually did, collapsing into trust. It held itself in a state of readiness, like a person who slept with one ear open.

	Ellie knew what that was like. She had lived it for years.

	Her chest ached with something that wasn’t fear.

	She realised she wanted to give this animal a name. Not because names were sentimental, but because names turned “thing” into “someone.” Names were anchors.

	Barnaby, she thought, without knowing where it came from. Maybe from a book she’d read once, or a neighbour’s old dog, or a character in a film. Something gentle and slightly ridiculous for an animal that looked like it could take down a grown man.

	“Barnaby,” Ellie said, softly, testing it.

	The dog’s ears flicked. Its eyes shifted to her face.

	Ellie’s mouth went tight.

	“Yeah,” she whispered. “Barnaby. That’s you.”

	The dog stared at her for a beat, then rested its chin back on its paws.

	Ellie sat there a long time, watching the rise and fall of its breathing, listening to the quiet. She thought of calling Sam, because Sam was the kind of person who answered his phone and didn’t ask questions in the wrong way. Sam was the kind of person who fixed things. Cars, fences, broken appliances.

	Maybe, Ellie thought, he could help her figure out what she was looking at behind Barnaby’s ear. Maybe he’d know if it was something military. Sam had been in the Army. Sam had seen hardware.

	Then the thought of involving Sam brought its own twist of fear. Sam was safe, yes, but safety was still closeness, and closeness was still risk. That was how her brain worked now. It turned even good things into potential threats.

	Ellie pressed her fingertips to her forehead again.

	“Tomorrow,” she whispered. “We’ll deal with it tomorrow.”

	Barnaby’s head lifted slightly, ears angling.

	Ellie froze, listening.

	At first, she heard nothing.

	Then, faintly, a vehicle passed on the street. Slow. Not stopping. Just rolling by.

	Barnaby’s body tensed, muscles tight under fur.

	Ellie’s heart began to hammer.

	She moved quietly to the front window and peered through the blinds.

	A black SUV glided past, windows dark, speed steady.

	It didn’t stop.

	It didn’t turn.

	It kept going.

	Ellie stared until it disappeared.

	She stepped back, breath shallow.

	Barnaby’s gaze followed her. Calm, watchful, as if he’d expected this.

	Ellie swallowed.

	Maybe it was coincidence. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe she was letting her past infect her present.

	But her instincts, the ones she’d survived with, whispered something she didn’t want to hear.

	This dog hadn’t come to her by accident.

	Ellie looked down at Barnaby, at the scars, at the port behind his ear hidden beneath fur, at the way he watched the world like the world was a problem to be solved.

	Her hands curled into fists at her sides, then slowly relaxed.

	“Alright,” she whispered, so quietly it barely counted as sound. “You’re not alone tonight.”

	Barnaby’s eyes softened, just a fraction. Not in a human way. In an animal way, in the smallest release of tension, like a knot loosening.

	Ellie turned off the living room lamp and left one small light on in the hallway. She didn’t like complete darkness. Darkness was too much like the past.

	She went to her bedroom door and paused, listening, then shut it behind her, not slamming it. She locked it, then immediately hated herself for it.

	In the quiet, her house creaked and settled.

	Outside, the hedges stood like walls.

	Inside, in her living room, a dog named Barnaby stayed awake, watching the front window, guarding a woman who didn’t yet know she was about to be hunted.

	Ellie lay on her bed with her hands folded over her stomach, staring at the ceiling.

	She tried to sleep.

	She couldn’t.

	Not yet.

	Not with that faint, distant chirp still echoing in her mind, like something calling across the dark.

	 


Chapter 2: The Intrusion

	 

	Ellie did not sleep so much as she practiced being asleep.

	She lay on her back with her hands folded over her stomach, listening to the house breathe. There were the normal sounds: the refrigerator’s soft hum, the occasional tick of the heating pipes cooling as the night air pressed in, the faint creak of timber settling. A branch tapped once against the side of the house, gentle at first, then harder as the wind picked up.

	She kept her eyes closed anyway. She had learned that if she opened them, her mind would take it as permission to begin.

	Permission to replay.

	Permission to plan.

	Permission to remember.

	In the living room, Barnaby shifted on the blanket. Not restless, not pacing. Just repositioning with the economy of an animal that conserved energy because it expected to need it later.

	Ellie heard his nails on the laminate, a quiet click-click that made her chest tighten. Not because she feared him. Because that sound meant movement, and movement at night had once meant danger.

	She turned her head toward the wall, as if she could hide her thoughts by changing direction.

	“Not tonight,” she whispered.

	Her voice came out thin, carried by the darkness like a secret.

	The storm had been threatening all day. Mrs Worthing had been thrilled about it, as if weather was entertainment.

	“Oh, good,” she’d said over the phone. “It’ll cool everything down. And the hydrangeas love a nice drink, don’t they?”

	Ellie had murmured agreement, because she was polite and because talking about hydrangeas was safer than talking about anything else. But she’d felt it in her bones hours ago, that low pressure that made her ears feel plugged and her nerves stretch tight. Her body anticipated storms the way it anticipated shouting. Both were changes in the air you couldn’t ignore.

	Now, in the early hours, the storm pressed close. Wind pushed at the hedges outside like a hand testing a fence. Rain began in brief, scattered spits against the window, then grew more confident, a steady tapping that became a louder drumming on the roof.

	Ellie’s phone sat face down on the nightstand. She didn’t like screens at night. Screens were portals. Screens were ways for the world to reach into her sanctuary.

	Still, she had checked it twice already, in the last hour, for no reason she would admit.

	No missed calls.

	No messages.

	Just the time. 2:17, then 2:41, then 3:03.

	Time passing and nothing happening did not mean safety. It meant waiting.

	She forced herself to breathe in through her nose and out through her mouth, slow and even. She had learned the techniques. She had watched videos. She had tried apps until she uninstalled them all because she didn’t like the idea of calming down on command for a subscription fee.

	Her therapist had once asked her what she did when she woke at night.

	Ellie had stared at the carpet and said, “I listen.”

	Listening was not a coping mechanism. Listening was a weapon. Listening kept you alive.

	She listened now.

	Outside, thunder rumbled, distant and heavy. The sound rolled through the sky like a warning, then faded into rain. A car passed far away on the main road, tyres hissing through standing water. Otherwise, the neighbourhood was quiet.

	For a moment, Ellie almost let herself drift.

	Then she heard it.

	A faint chirp, high and thin, like a bird that didn’t belong to the night.

	It came once, paused, then came again.

	Ellie’s eyes snapped open.

	She sat up slowly, breath caught in her chest.

	The chirp wasn’t inside the room. It wasn’t from her phone. It felt like it was outside, filtered through walls and hedges and rain.

	She swung her legs off the bed and stood, bare feet cold on the floor. She moved to the bedroom window and pulled the curtain back a fraction.

	Her street lay under the storm like a photograph left out in the rain. The streetlamp at the corner made the wet asphalt shine. The hedges at the front of her property were a dark, solid mass, their tops whipping slightly in the wind.

	No cars.

	No figures.

	Just the rain.

	Ellie’s heartbeat thudded in her throat. She told herself it was a bird. Some odd nocturnal call. Some mechanical noise from a transformer. Something normal.

	Her body did not accept the explanation. Her body didn’t care about normal. Her body cared about patterns.

	The chirp came again, and this time it was followed by a barely audible, deeper sound, like a small motor spooling up and then stopping.

	Ellie lowered the curtain and stepped back, skin crawling.

	She turned toward her bedroom door, then hesitated.

	Barnaby.

	She opened the door quietly and moved into the hallway.

	The living room was dark except for the small lamp she’d left on in the corner. The light made a soft pool on the floor, leaving the edges of the room in shadow. Ellie liked it that way.

	Barnaby lay on the blanket, but his head was up. His ears were forward. His gaze was fixed on the front window.

	He looked, in that dim light, less like a lost dog and more like a sentry.

	Ellie stopped.

	He turned his head toward her, eyes catching the lamp’s glow.

	He didn’t whine. He didn’t wag. He didn’t beg for comfort.

	He simply watched her, and in the stillness of that gaze, Ellie felt something click inside her, like a lock settling into place.

	He had heard it too.

	“Okay,” she whispered, voice tight. “You’re hearing it.”

	Barnaby rose silently and moved to the front door. Not rushing, not anxious, just purposeful. He stood with his body angled toward the door, head slightly lowered as if scenting the seam where wood met frame.

	Ellie’s pulse spiked.

	She did not want to be wrong. She did not want to turn into the kind of person who flinched at shadows.

	But she had learned, in the most brutal way, that being wrong was less dangerous than being polite.

	Ellie walked to the small console table beside the door and slid open the drawer. Inside were the things she kept because she did not live in a world where “it won’t happen” was an effective plan.

	Pepper spray.

	A heavy metal flashlight.

	A spare set of keys.

	She wrapped her fingers around the pepper spray, feeling the familiar shape ground her.

	Barnaby’s head lifted. His ears flicked. His body stiffened.

	Ellie held her breath.

	A sound came from the porch.

	Not a chirp this time. A scrape. Then a dull thud, like the edge of a shoe hitting wood.

	Ellie froze in place, pepper spray held at chest level.

	Barnaby’s lips pulled back slightly, not in a snarl yet, but in a quiet warning.

	Ellie’s thoughts scattered, then snapped into a tight, clear line.

	Door. Locks. Distance. Light. Weapon. Exit.

	She could go out the back. She could slip into the yard, move along the hedges, and cut across two fences to the next street. She knew the angle. She knew the weak latch on the neighbour’s gate because she had fixed it last spring when their dog kept escaping.

	She could do that.

	But she couldn’t leave Barnaby.

	And she couldn’t leave her house again.

	Not like that.

	The porch sound came again, heavier.

	Then a fist struck the front door once, hard enough to make the frame tremble.

	Ellie flinched. Her grip tightened on the pepper spray until her knuckles burned.

	A voice followed, muffled by the door, rough and angry.

	“Ellie. Open the damn door.”

	Ellie’s stomach dropped so fast she felt sick.

	No.

	Not him.

	Not here.

	Not now.

	It had been months since she’d seen Rick, and even longer since she’d heard his voice in the flesh. He was supposed to be gone. He was supposed to be a closed chapter, a thing filed away under past, a thing that lived only in her nightmares and in the tightness of her shoulders when someone stood too close.

	Her lungs stopped working properly.

	Barnaby’s head turned slightly, as if he was trying to place the voice into a category.

	Rick hit the door again, this time with his shoulder.

	“Come on,” he shouted. “I know you’re in there. Don’t start your games.”

	Ellie’s body did what it had always done.

	It went cold.

	It went still.

	Freeze.

	It wasn’t a decision. It was a trapdoor her nervous system fell through before her mind could catch it.

	Her vision narrowed. Her hearing sharpened. Her muscles locked in place, ready to become invisible.

	Barnaby made a low sound, that same mechanical vibration she’d heard before. It pulled Ellie’s attention like a hook.

	She focused on him.

	Not Rick.

	Barnaby.

	His stance widened slightly. His weight shifted forward. He wasn’t lunging. He wasn’t frantic. He was preparing.

	Ellie forced air into her lungs, shallow, then deeper. She had to move. She had to do something.

	Rick’s voice rose, thick with something that was supposed to sound like humour.

	“I’m not leaving,” he called. “So you can either open up like a good girl, or I’ll come in and we’ll do this the hard way.”

	Ellie’s throat tightened. Her mind produced images that weren’t memories and weren’t imagination, but something worse, a blend of both. The kitchen floor. The grip on her jaw. The way his anger always sounded offended, as if her existence had personally insulted him.

	She swallowed hard, tasting bile.

	Barnaby glanced at her again, and Ellie realised something that made her dizzy.

	He was waiting.

	Not for Rick to break in.

	For her.

	For her choice.

	Ellie’s fingers tightened around the pepper spray. She forced herself to take a step backward, putting the console table between her and the door, not as a real barrier, but as a marker. Distance mattered. Angles mattered.

	She reached toward the light switch by the entryway and flicked it on.

	The hallway light snapped bright, spilling harsh illumination onto the front door.

	Sometimes, light made you safer. Sometimes, it made you visible.

	Rick went quiet for half a second, as if the sudden light had surprised him.

	Then he laughed, a short, ugly sound.

	“Oh, look at you,” he said. “All brave.”

	Ellie’s mind raced.

	Why now?

	Rick had tried to come back before, in the early months after she left. He’d shown up at her work once. He’d waited by her car. He’d sent messages from unknown numbers.

	Then, eventually, he had stopped.

	Not because he had changed. Because he had found something else to feed on. Because something had distracted him. Because he had decided she wasn’t worth the effort, which had been both a relief and a humiliation.

	So why now, in the middle of a storm, at three in the morning?

	Ellie’s gaze flicked to Barnaby.

	The port behind his ear. The scars. The precision.

	A cold thought settled in her stomach.

	Rick didn’t come here for Ellie alone.

	He came for what she had.

	Another thud shook the door. Something hit near the lock, hard.

	Ellie’s breath hitched.

	He had something with him.

	Rick shouted again, voice strained with exertion.

	“Open it, Ellie. You think I won’t? You think I won’t do it?”

	Barnaby moved closer to the door, silent as shadow.

	Ellie took another breath and forced herself to speak, though her voice wanted to disappear.

	“Go away,” she called. It came out smaller than she wanted, but it was sound. It was resistance.

	Rick snorted. “Oh, now you’ve found your voice.”

	Ellie’s eyes drifted to the chain lock she’d installed at the top of the door. The deadbolt. The reinforced strike plate Sam had helped her fit last year, without asking why she wanted it.

	Sam had just said, “You want the screws longer. Get them into the frame studs. Otherwise you’re locking a door with a toothpick.”

	Ellie had nodded and tried not to look grateful.

	Rick slammed his shoulder into the door again.

	This time, the frame groaned.

	Ellie’s stomach lurched.

	She moved, finally, not fast, but deliberate.

	She backed away from the entry, angling toward the kitchen where the back door waited. Pepper spray in her hand. Phone in her pocket. Barnaby between her and the front door like a living barrier.

	Rick’s voice changed, dropping lower.

	“I know you’ve got it,” he said, and there it was, the shift that made Ellie’s blood turn to ice. “I know you’ve got the dog.”

	Ellie stopped.

	The world narrowed to a single point.

	“How do you know that?” she whispered, though he couldn’t hear her.

	Rick laughed again, too close to glee for someone who was supposedly drunk.

	“Open up,” he said. “We can talk like adults. You don’t open it, I come in, and then you don’t get to decide what happens.”

	Ellie’s mind seized on the detail.

	He hadn’t said, I know you’re hiding something.

	He’d said, I know you’ve got the dog.

	Specific.

	Recent.

	As if someone had told him, not as if he’d guessed.

	Barnaby’s head snapped toward the door, ears rigid.

	Ellie heard it too now, faint under the storm and Rick’s breathing.

	That high chirp again.

	Closer.

	As if something outside was communicating with something else.

	Her pulse slammed in her throat. She thought of the black SUV on her street earlier. She thought of Barnaby’s reaction. She thought of the way he’d chosen her driveway like he’d known the shape of safety.

	Ellie’s phone buzzed in her pocket suddenly.

	She flinched so hard her skin prickled.

	She pulled it out with shaking fingers.

	No call. Just a notification that her home camera app had detected motion.

	Ellie stared at the screen as if it might bite her.

	Motion on the porch.

	Rick.

	The camera feed loaded slowly, buffering in the storm. The image appeared in grainy night vision.

	Rick stood on her porch, rain plastering his hair to his forehead, his jacket dark with water. He looked bigger on the camera, broader, more threatening. In his hand was a metal tool.

	Not a hammer.

	A small crowbar.

	He wasn’t drunk enough to stumble. He wasn’t swaying. He was controlled.

	And in his other hand, he held something that made Ellie’s stomach clench.

	A phone.

	Not his usual cracked-screen smartphone. This one looked newer. Cleaner. A burner.

	He glanced down at it, and the screen glowed against his wet face. Ellie couldn’t see the message, but she saw his expression shift, impatient, as if he was waiting for instructions.

	Ellie’s mouth went dry.

	Someone had sent him.

	Not a friend. Not a drunk impulse. Not a lonely, pathetic attempt at reconciliation.

	A job.

	Rick leaned into the door again, crowbar wedging at the seam near the lock.

	The wood splintered with a sharp crack that made Ellie jerk.

	Barnaby’s body tensed, and Ellie felt something in herself respond, like a thread pulling taut.

	Freeze was still there, gripping her muscles.

	But something else rose under it.

	Anger.

	Not loud, not dramatic. Just a hot, clean refusal.

	Not again.

	Not in her home.

	Not with something she cared about trapped behind her.

	Ellie lifted the pepper spray and stepped toward the entryway, heartbeat hammering.

	She didn’t open the door. She wasn’t that brave or that stupid.

	But she moved close enough that her voice would carry.

	“Rick,” she called, and her voice was sharper now, edged with something real. “Leave. Now.”

	There was a pause.

	Then Rick chuckled, as if he found her amusing.

	“I knew you were in there,” he said. “You got real quiet for a while. Thought maybe you were doing your little shaking thing.”

	Ellie’s jaw clenched. She forced herself to breathe.

	“What do you want?” she demanded.

	Rick exhaled hard, a sound that might have been a laugh, might have been annoyance. “You know what I want.”

	“I don’t,” Ellie lied.

	Rick’s voice dropped again. “The dog.”

	Ellie’s skin went cold. “It’s not yours.”

	“No,” Rick said, and his tone changed, losing some of the familiar possessive sneer and gaining something else. Something transactional. “It’s not mine. But it’s in my way. And I’m tired of you thinking you can take things from me and just walk away.”

	Ellie’s grip tightened on the pepper spray until it hurt.

	“You’re soaked,” she said, because she needed to keep him talking. Talking delayed action. Talking gave her time. “Go home.”

	Rick slammed the crowbar into the seam again, and the lock plate squealed.

	“You don’t get to tell me to go home,” he snapped. “You don’t get to tell me anything.”

	A gust of wind howled around the house. Rain hammered the porch roof.

	Barnaby moved, placing himself directly in front of the door, head low, body coiled.

	Ellie’s heart stumbled.

	She realised Barnaby wasn’t reacting like an untrained dog. He wasn’t barking wildly. He wasn’t panicking.

	He was waiting for a breach.

	Ellie swallowed. Her voice came out raw.

	“Rick,” she said, and for a moment she let herself sound tired instead of scared. “If you come in here, I will call the police.”

	Rick laughed, loud and ugly. “Call them. Call whoever you want.”

	Ellie’s throat tightened. She didn’t like police. She didn’t like the idea of strangers in her home, of questions, of statements, of being told she’d overreacted.

	But she liked Rick in her house even less.

	Barnaby’s ears flicked suddenly, and he turned his head slightly, not toward the door, but toward the front window beside it, as if he’d heard something outside beyond Rick.

	Ellie’s gaze followed instinctively.

	Nothing.

	Just rain on glass.

	Then the chirp came again, sharper now, and Barnaby’s body went rigid.

	Ellie’s scalp tingled.

	Rick’s crowbar scraped again, and then, with a crack that sounded like a bone snapping, the door gave way.

	The deadbolt held for half a heartbeat.

	Then the strike plate tore from the frame.

	The front door burst inward, slamming against the wall.

	Wind and rain surged into the entryway, bringing the smell of wet asphalt and cold air.

	Rick stood in the doorway, chest heaving, rain dripping from his jaw. His eyes found Ellie immediately, and his mouth twisted into a smile that made her stomach turn.

	“There you are,” he said softly, like a lover. Like a threat.

	Ellie’s body tried to shut down. Freeze surged, locking her knees, tightening her throat.

	Rick stepped inside.

	Barnaby moved.

	It happened so fast Ellie’s mind couldn’t track it in real time. One second Barnaby was still, the next he was a blur of muscle and controlled violence.

	He did not leap at Rick’s throat. He did not bite blindly.

	He struck like a professional.

	He slammed into Rick’s legs at an angle, taking out his balance, and Rick staggered. Before Rick could recover, Barnaby snapped his jaws around Rick’s forearm, not tearing, not shaking, but clamping with surgical precision.

	Rick screamed, a sharp, startled sound.

	The crowbar clattered to the floor.

	Barnaby twisted, using his weight to drag Rick down.

	Rick hit the floor hard, his shoulder slamming against the entry tile. His head cracked against the baseboard with a dull thunk.

	Barnaby released the arm and immediately repositioned, pinning Rick’s chest with his front paws, jaws hovering near Rick’s throat without biting.

	A dominant hold. A control position.

	Ellie stared, breath caught in her lungs.

	It wasn’t a dog attack.

	It was a takedown.

	Rick writhed, trying to shove Barnaby away, but Barnaby’s weight and leverage were wrong for a normal animal. He held Rick down like gravity, eyes fixed on Rick’s face, waiting for movement.

	Rick’s eyes flashed to Ellie.

	“You!” he shouted, voice raw with pain and rage. “Get it off me!”

	Ellie stood frozen, pepper spray useless in her hand. Her mind screamed at her to move, to do something, to run, to scream, to fight.

	Her body stayed locked.

	Barnaby’s gaze flicked to Ellie for the briefest instant.

	Not pleading.

	Not panicking.

	Awaiting instruction.

	Ellie’s throat worked. Her voice did not want to exist.

	She forced it anyway.

	“Barnaby,” she said, and her voice shook, but it was real. “Stay.”

	The word felt ridiculous. Like giving a command to a creature that could dismantle a human with precision.

	Barnaby held position. His muscles trembled slightly with contained energy. He did not release.

	Rick’s breathing came fast, almost hyperventilating. His face was red with effort and pain. Rain still dripped from his hair, and now blood seeped from two punctures on his forearm, neat as needle marks.

	“You got a dog,” Rick spat, eyes wide. “You got yourself a guard dog now? You think that makes you tough?”

	Ellie’s heart hammered. She took a step backward, then another, forcing her body to unlock. She hated that she had to force it. She hated that fear still owned parts of her.

	“Why are you here?” she demanded again, louder. “Tell me.”

	Rick laughed, breathless. “I told you.”

	His gaze cut to the living room, scanning, and Ellie realised he wasn’t looking at her anymore.

	He was looking for something.

	For Barnaby.

	For the port behind his ear.

	Rick’s expression shifted, greedy and sharp.

	“There it is,” he whispered, almost reverent. “There you are.”

	Ellie’s skin went cold.

	“What did you do?” she asked, voice low.

	Rick’s eyes snapped back to hers, and for a second she saw something like triumph.

	“Not me,” he said. “I didn’t do anything. But you always did have a talent for stumbling into things you don’t understand.”

	Ellie swallowed. “Who sent you?”

	Rick’s smile widened. “I don’t have to tell you that.”

	That was answer enough.

	Barnaby’s lips curled slightly, the low vibration returning. Rick stiffened under him.

	“Easy,” Ellie whispered, and she realised she meant Barnaby, not Rick. “Easy.”

	Rick’s eyes flicked toward the open door. The storm raged beyond it. Rain blew in, splashing on the floor.

	“Let me up,” Rick growled. “Let me up and I’ll take him and I’ll go. I’ll go, Ellie. You won’t have to see me again.”

	Ellie’s stomach churned. The offer was poison wrapped in sugar. Rick always did that, made it sound like she was the unreasonable one for refusing the thing that would “make it all stop.”

	It would never stop. It would just change shape.

	Ellie’s voice came out hoarse. “No.”

	Rick’s expression sharpened into rage. “You don’t get to say no to me.”

	Barnaby’s jaws lowered a fraction, close enough that Rick went still, eyes widening.

	Ellie stared down at Rick, and something in her steadied, not because she felt brave, but because she felt done.

	She reached into her pocket with shaking fingers and pulled out her phone.

	Rick’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

	Ellie’s thumb hovered over the emergency call button.

	Her stomach tightened. Police meant questions. Police meant systems. Police meant being disbelieved.

	But Rick in her home meant death, in one form or another. Not necessarily literal death. The death of the life she had built. The death of peace.

	Ellie pressed the button.

	The phone began to dial.

	Then, from the open doorway, the faint chirp sounded again, closer, and Ellie’s phone screen flickered, the call stuttering as if the signal had been interrupted.

	Ellie froze, staring.

	Her phone dropped from full bars to one, then back to two, then back to one.

	Rick saw it too. His expression shifted, and Ellie realised with a jolt that he expected this.

	He expected her phone not to work.

	“What is that?” Ellie whispered, fear creeping back in a new shape.

	Rick’s mouth twisted. “Told you,” he rasped. “You don’t understand what you’re in.”

	Ellie’s throat went dry. “Who are you working for?”

	Rick bared his teeth. “Let me up.”

	Ellie took a step back, keeping the pepper spray trained on him now, though she knew it wouldn’t matter much if Barnaby decided to move. She was holding it for herself, like a symbol that she still had a hand in what happened next.

	Barnaby’s gaze flicked to Ellie again.

	Waiting.

	Ellie’s mind raced. She could not keep Rick pinned here forever. She could not drag him outside in the storm. She could not let him go.

	Not without consequences.

	Rick shifted suddenly, a violent twist of his hips, trying to roll and throw Barnaby off.

	Barnaby adjusted instantly, weight shifting, paws replanting. His jaws snapped down, not biting, but making contact with Rick’s collarbone through his wet jacket, a warning close enough to make Rick gasp.

	Rick went still again.

	Ellie’s breath came in shallow bursts.

	The intimacy of it was horrifying, not because of violence, but because of the familiarity of being trapped in a moment where someone else’s decisions controlled your life.

	Ellie stared at Rick’s face, and in it she saw the old pattern.

	Rick wasn’t here because he loved her.

	Rick was here because she had been his possession, and possessions were not allowed to escape.

	But there was more now.

	There was a second hunger layered over the first.

	Money.

	Something promised.

	Something that had convinced him to walk into a storm at three in the morning and break down a reinforced door.

	Ellie’s gaze flicked to his new phone, which lay on the floor near the crowbar, screen still lit.

	A message glowed on it, too small to read from where she stood, but she saw a single shape that punched fear through her veins.

	A map pin icon.

	Rick hadn’t found her by luck.

	Someone had guided him here.

	Ellie’s voice came out tight. “Rick. Who.”

	Rick’s eyes flashed with something like panic, and Ellie realised he was afraid too. Not of Barnaby. Of failing.

	He lunged a hand toward the phone, fingers stretching, desperate.

	Barnaby snapped his jaws near Rick’s wrist, missing by a fraction, a warning strike that made Rick yank his hand back.

	Ellie took three steps forward, heart hammering, and snatched the burner phone off the floor.

	Her fingers were slick with rain from it. The screen was bright in the dim hallway.

	She saw the message now.

	Just a few words, crude and direct.

	GET THE DOG. BRING IT OUT.

	No name.

	No number she recognised. Just an unknown contact.

	Ellie’s stomach dropped.

	“Bring it out,” Ellie whispered.

	Rick’s eyes burned into her. “Give it to me.”

	“No,” Ellie said again, and this time the word was not small.

	Rick’s face contorted. “You don’t get to decide!”

	Ellie’s hands shook. She wanted to throw the phone across the room. She wanted to vomit. She wanted to curl into a ball and disappear.

	Instead, she did something small and practical, because small and practical were the steps she could climb when the staircase of fear looked too steep.

	She took the burner phone and dropped it into the sink, then turned on the tap full blast.

	Water poured over the screen, washing the message away in ripples and glare.

	Rick’s eyes widened. “What the hell are you doing?”

	Ellie turned and looked down at him. “Taking away your instructions.”

	Rick snarled. “You think that stops anything?”

	Ellie swallowed. “It stops you.”

	Rick bucked again, desperate, and Barnaby held him down like a vise.

	Ellie’s mind raced through options.

	She could try to tie Rick up. But she didn’t have rope, and getting close enough to bind him meant putting her hands near his mouth, near his strength.

	She could hit him. She had the flashlight. But hitting Rick would be a bridge she wasn’t sure she could cross without falling into something darker.

	She could run.

	She could grab Barnaby and go out the back into the storm.

	And then Rick would be alone in her house, free to tear it apart, free to call whoever was waiting, free to lie to police if he could get signal.

	Ellie’s chest tightened.

	She realised, with a sick clarity, that this was no longer a private nightmare. This was bigger. Messier. Involving people who didn’t even have the decency to show their faces.

	Barnaby’s ears flicked suddenly.

	He turned his head toward the front window again.

	Ellie’s blood chilled.

	She followed his gaze.

	Through the glass, distorted by rain, she saw headlights wash across the hedges.

	A vehicle moving slowly on her street.

	Maybe it was a neighbour. Maybe it was someone lost in the storm.

	But Barnaby’s body stiffened in a way that made Ellie’s skin prickle.

	Rick saw it too, the shift, the change in the dog’s posture.

	His expression twisted, and Ellie realised, with a cold punch of certainty, that he had expected this as well.

	“They’re here,” Rick whispered, breathless. His tone held relief and fear tangled together. “They’re here. You should’ve just opened the door.”

	Ellie’s mouth went dry.

	“Who?” she demanded.

	Rick’s eyes glittered. “You’re going to find out.”

	Barnaby’s low vibration deepened. It wasn’t directed at Rick anymore. It was directed outward, toward whatever approached.

	Ellie’s heart hammered so hard she felt dizzy.

	Her front door hung broken, rain blowing in. Her house, her sanctuary, had been breached.

	And now, something else was coming.

	Ellie looked down at Rick, pinned and furious, then at Barnaby, steady and watchful, then toward the window where headlights slid past like a slow searchlight.

	Her mind screamed to freeze again.

	Her body tried.

	But Ellie forced her feet to move.

	She stepped closer to Barnaby and crouched, close enough to feel the heat of him, close enough that her voice would reach his ear even in the storm.

	“Barnaby,” she whispered, and her throat tightened around the name. “Listen to me.”

	His amber eyes flicked to her.

	In them, she saw something that was not a human emotion, but it was close enough to make her chest ache.

	Attention.

	Trust.

	Readiness.

	Ellie swallowed hard, then made a choice that felt like stepping off a ledge and finding solid ground instead of air.

	“Back,” she said quietly. “Back with me.”

	Barnaby shifted, not releasing Rick completely, but repositioning, keeping one paw on Rick’s chest while moving his body closer to Ellie, as if he was obeying the spirit of the command while maintaining control.

	Ellie’s breath hitched.

	Rick spat. “You think you can control it? You think you’re in charge?”

	Ellie ignored him.

	She grabbed her keys from the hook with shaking fingers. She grabbed her wallet. Her mind screamed at her not to leave, not to abandon her home, not to run again.

	But another voice, quieter and more practical, whispered the truth.

	If you stay, you die.

	Maybe not physically. But you lose.

	You lose what you built.

	You lose yourself.

	Ellie’s gaze flicked again to the window.

	Headlights had stopped.

	A vehicle idled somewhere out there, hidden by hedges and rain.

	Ellie’s mouth went dry.

	Barnaby’s ears pivoted toward the front of the house, tracking sound Ellie couldn’t yet hear.

	Rick’s breathing came fast. He strained under Barnaby, but he didn’t fight as hard now, as if he was waiting for someone else to take over.

	Ellie’s throat tightened around a sound that wanted to become a sob.

	She swallowed it.

	Not now.

	She made herself speak, voice low and steady, as if steadiness could become real through repetition.

	“Stay,” she told Barnaby, though she didn’t know if she meant stay on Rick or stay with her. “Stay with me.”

	Barnaby’s gaze held hers.

	Then, slowly, as if making a decision, he shifted fully off Rick and moved to Ellie’s side, placing himself between her and the broken doorway.

	Rick sucked in a breath, shocked.

	“What are you doing?” he barked at the dog, then at Ellie. “No, no, no. You don’t get to take it!”

	Ellie’s heart slammed in her chest. She stepped backward toward the kitchen, keeping the pepper spray raised, eyes on Rick.

	Rick surged to his feet, stumbling slightly from the pressure on his chest. He looked wild now, less controlled, fear breaking through.

	He took one step toward Ellie.

	Barnaby’s head snapped toward him.

	Rick stopped.

	Ellie backed into the kitchen, eyes darting to the back door, to the yard beyond it, to the storm.

	The high chirp sounded again, right outside now, close enough that Ellie felt it in her teeth.

	Barnaby’s muscles went rigid.

	Ellie’s blood ran cold.

	Something was on her porch with Rick’s broken door yawning open like a mouth.

	A shadow moved across the frosted glass of the entryway sidelights.

	Ellie’s breath caught.

	Rick’s face changed, relief twisting into something ugly.

	“Hey!” he shouted toward the front. “I got him. I got the dog. He’s right here!”

	Ellie’s stomach dropped.

	Barnaby’s eyes fixed on the entry.

	The shadow shifted.

	And in that moment, with rain howling and Rick shouting and Barnaby coiled like a spring at her side, Ellie understood something with brutal clarity.

	This was no longer about one man who couldn’t let go.

	This was about people who didn’t care what they broke to get what they wanted.

	Ellie tightened her grip on the pepper spray until her hand hurt.

	She had built her life into a bunker, and the world had found a way inside anyway.

	But she wasn’t alone inside it anymore.

	Barnaby took a slow step forward, positioning himself between Ellie and the hall, ready to meet whatever came through.

	Ellie’s throat tightened. Her voice came out as a whisper, meant only for him.

	“Good boy,” she breathed, then, because she needed to name her own courage to make it real, she added, “We’re leaving.”

	From the front of the house came a sound that was not Rick.

	Not thunder.

	Not wind.

	A soft, deliberate click, like something being set.

	And then a voice, calm and cold, filtered through rain and broken wood.

	“Asset located.”

	Ellie’s blood turned to ice.

	Barnaby’s low vibration deepened into something that felt like a warning siren.

	Rick’s grin faltered.

	For the first time, Ellie saw genuine fear in his eyes.

	And Ellie knew, with a certainty that made her dizzy, that whatever had come to her door tonight was worse than him.

	Much worse.

	She backed toward the back door, keeping Barnaby close, keeping her eyes on the hall.

	And in the harsh, flickering light of her kitchen, she made herself one promise.

	They would not take him.

	Not while she still had breath, and hands, and the stubborn will to keep moving.

	Not again.

	Not in her home.

	Not in her life.

	 


Chapter 3: The Witness

	 

	Sam Miller’s tow truck smelled like wet canvas, diesel, and the kind of coffee that had been reheated so many times it had given up on being coffee and become an idea.

	He didn’t mind.

	There was comfort in the familiar ugliness of it. The cab was a rolling workshop and a rolling confessional. Most nights, he could drive home with the radio low, the storm tapping on the windshield, and feel like the world had been reduced to a simple list of mechanical truths.

	If it starts, it will run. If it runs, you can steer it. If you can steer it, you can get where you need to go.

	Tonight, the storm was making its own rules.

	Rain came in hard sheets, slamming sideways across the road as if someone up there had gotten angry and tipped the whole sky at once. The wipers clacked at their fastest setting and still couldn’t keep up. Lightning flashed in the distance, bleaching the world white for an instant, then dropping it back into a dark that felt thicker than normal.

	Sam’s hands stayed steady on the wheel. He had always been steady. It wasn’t a personality trait so much as a habit he’d built into his bones, the same way he’d learned to double-check a hitch pin, the same way he’d learned to listen for a misfire by sound alone.

	The radio crackled with weather alerts and bored voices.

	“Flash flooding possible in low-lying areas. Avoid unnecessary travel.”

	He snorted softly.

	Unnecessary travel, sure. Tell that to the guy who’d blown two tyres on the bypass and called Sam like it was a personal emergency that his pickup couldn’t float through a flooded underpass.

	Sam had dragged him out anyway. It was what he did. It was what he had always done, even before tow trucks and grease-stained coveralls, back when his world had been convoys and mountain roads and a constant awareness that a wrong turn could turn into a funeral.

	He didn’t like thinking about those years too much. He didn’t like the way his mind could slip backward and make him feel twenty-five again, younger and sharper and full of certainty.

	Certainty had been expensive.

	He checked the time on the dash.

	3:18 a.m.

	He should have been home already. He should have been in bed, one arm thrown over his face, dead to the world for five blessed hours before the shop phone started again.

	Instead, he was still on the road, chasing the last job, because the last job always existed. Someone always needed pulling out of something.

	He turned off the main road toward town, tyres hissing through standing water. The streetlights here were dimmer, spaced farther apart, and the neighbourhoods were mostly dark. Curtains drawn. Porches empty. The whole town tucked in tight against the storm.

	Sam’s shoulders finally began to loosen.

	Home wasn’t far.

	His place sat above

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
