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I: Grimwich
The van’s interior offered two distinct climates. The front, thick with the damp exhale of the heater and the cold sweat of hands on the gearshift. The back, a tilting chaos of cardboard and static, every speed bump ricocheting their belongings against the metal ribcage of the vehicle. Raven sat with her forehead near the glass, her seatbelt slack, eyes following the landscape as it was stripped of everything recognizable in slow increments.
At first, London clung to the van with the cigarette smoke, bus exhaust, and the underlying warmth of too many people stacked too close for too long. Then the blocks lowered, the buildings spaced out, and the city thinned like bone: the skeleton of the old ring road, the pulse of roundabouts, a vein of traffic lights still determined to slow their progress.
Paisley drove with her elbows locked and her jaw set, hair pulled tight in a plait that had frayed into defiant little tufts along her nape. She didn’t look at Raven except in the side mirrors, where her green eyes flicked up before darting back to the road.
“Can you check if the kettle’s in the box labelled ‘kitchen 1’?” Paisley’s voice was pitched low, but it carried over the vibration of the van.
Raven twisted in her seat, reached back and felt along the top of a box with a hastily scrawled “KTN 1.” The tape was already peeling. She pressed the box and heard the gentle clunk of ceramic.
“Yeah,” she said, “it’s in there. The handle’s loose.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Paisley said. “Just need it to work.”
They passed a motorway sign: last services for twenty miles. Raven didn’t bother to read the name—she’d stopped tracking place names about an hour ago, when the last of the urban sprawl gave way to business parks and the weird, alien clean of new-built housing. Soon after, the motorway shrank to a grey, stuttering A-road.
“You remember where the cleaning stuff went?” Paisley asked. “It’s in one of the green bags. We’ll need it as soon as we get there. I don’t want to bring in the mattress until we’ve cleaned the floors.”
“It’s in the green bag under the toolbox. At the back.”
“Good.” Paisley braked too hard at a roundabout, and sent a box skidding. Raven shot her a look, but received no apology.
For a while, neither of them said anything. The van’s engine ran at a high, constant whine, and the world outside became repetitive. Raven pressed her finger to the cold window, traced a spiral into the condensation.
She was aware that Paisley was nervous. Her sister’s left foot tapped unconsciously when traffic stalled. She kept muttering checklists, sub-vocalizing a litany of things that could go wrong: “Find the water shutoff, test the boiler, check the sills for damp, find out if the fridge works, call the oil company for the tank.” It was a language of worry, and Raven understood it fluently, even if she had never learned to speak it back.
At the next stoplight, Raven risked a look at her. Paisley’s profile was severe, but the hands on the wheel were trembling slightly. Raven considered saying something that might help—maybe a joke, or a reminder that they’d survived worse moves than this—but she didn’t. She let the silence fill up the van until the only sound was the air recirculating and the beat of her own heart, which she imagined Paisley could probably hear if she wanted to.
After another hour, the A-road was nothing but memory. They were on a B-road now, the lanes narrowing, the verge crowded by dead leaves and the remains of last season’s wildflowers. The houses here were few and far between, mostly abandoned. For long stretches there were no buildings at all, just fields marbled with sheep and a horizon that seemed to repel them, the way the same magnets pushed away from each other.
Raven stared into the side mirror, watched the road behind them shrink into abstraction.
Paisley started humming, barely above breath. It was an old tune, something their mother used to sing when the kitchen filled up with steam from the kettle. Paisley must have caught herself, because she stopped mid-note and clicked her tongue in irritation.
“Still singing mom’s songs?” Raven asked. The question almost felt louder than she’d intended when it left her lips. When Paisley let an awkward silence hang, Raven began to immediately regret saying anything.
She distracted herself from the quiet by picking at a seam in the seat and watching a lavender air freshener dangle from the rearview, turning lazy revolutions in the updraft from the heater.
Paisley took a bend too sharp, and the freshener swung violently, smacked the windshield, and settled again.
“How much further?” Raven asked.
“Fifteen minutes. If that. I think we’re the only ones mad enough to move out this far in January.”
“We could have wait–”
Raven didn’t even let herself finish the words. She could practically see Paisley’s grip tense on the steering wheel.
“You know we didn’t have the money to stay in London any longer,” Paisley answered the unfinished question. “And besides. We really need a change of scenery,” she added. “Really need it.”
Raven snorted at that. “So where was that sentiment three years ago?”
Immediately, the car fell silent. Once again, Raven regretted saying anything.
“...Sorry.”
There were no more words for almost a full three minutes before Paisley finally decided to break the silence.
“Did you eat?” she asked. “I brought a sandwich.”
“Had a bar earlier. I’m not really hungry.”
“You should try. I don’t want you fainting when we have to unload.”
“I’m fine,” Raven replied.
The van crested a small hill and the landscape changed. Now the hedgerows were taller, thornier, closing in overhead until the road felt more like a tunnel. The world here seemed to draw back from the road.
A sign flashed by: Grimwich. Population 382, if the paint could be trusted.
Paisley said, “That’s us, then.”
Raven nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She watched the sign recede in the mirror until it was a smudge on the glass.
They drove through a half-village—two rows of cottages, a shuttered pub, the skeleton of a phone booth. No one on the street, not even a bored child or a neighbour tending a lawn.
In the van, the smell of lavender had become oppressive. Raven rolled down her window, letting in a sudden, sharp gust of cold. She breathed in the air until her nose stung. Somewhere, woodsmoke threaded the wind, more alive than anything she’d smelled in the van all day.
Paisley slowed, checked the GPS, then made a left onto a road that wasn’t so much paved as it was optimistically gravelled. The van bucked and groaned with each rut.
The landscape here was even more inhospitable. Fallow fields on either side, demarcated by stone walls that had outlasted generations. At the bottom of the track, a stand of trees crowded the horizon, their silhouettes black and tangled against the afternoon sky.
Raven felt the road narrowing, her world contracting with it.
“You cold?” Paisley asked, glancing sideways. “You can pull your coat tighter if you want.”
Raven shook her head, but Paisley reached over, one hand briefly leaving the wheel, and pulled the lapel of Raven’s coat up around her neck. For a second, her mother’s hands hovered over the memory, but she didn’t let the thought bloom. She just sat, arms folded, waiting for the last of the world to drop away.
When the van creaked around the final bend, the single-lane track funneled them through a corridor of bramble and hawthorn. At the very end, in the shallow bowl of a valley, the outline of the house appeared.
Its roof was tall and curved, and sat atop the second story of what looked like a mad old woman’s home from a storybook. The house leaned to one side, and it was difficult to tell if that was the work of some quirky architect’s idea of an inspired design, or if the mud and mulch of rural England had just begun the process of swallowing the house whole to spare the world from having to see it any longer.
Beyond it, a garden that extended a bit up the hill, stretching out towards a dense wooded treeline.
Raven looked at her sister and waited for Paisley to speak the new rules into existence, but Paisley only sat, hands on the wheel, breathing like she’d just run the last mile and wasn’t sure what finish line she’d crossed.
“It’s bigger than I imagined,” Raven said finally.
Paisley tried to plaster on a smile. “Told you it was nice.”
“I said it was big, not nice,” Raven corrected, only half-joking. “There’s no way this was more affordable than the flats in London?”
Paisley nodded. “Much cheaper. The work out here will pay less, but with how forgiving the mortgage for this place was, it felt like the one chance we’d ever have to actually own a house again. They were practically giving it away.”
Raven snorted. “The start of every horror movie ever, by the way.”
Paisley hit her shoulder. “Or your sister found a kickass opportunity on a new listing and you should try thanking her for once.”
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Paisley moved first, swinging her door open with a grunt and stepping out into the overgrown drive. The air bit at her cheeks, left pink streaks in the brown of her skin, and she shook herself, raising her arms above her head to stretch the tension out of her shoulders.
Raven rolled her neck, unbuckled the seatbelt, and eased herself out. The ground was softer than it looked, sucking at her shoes. She shivered, then shut the door with more force than she meant.
The house was even larger up close—tall, but squat. A stone foundation was being gobbled up by the wet earth, and the dull blue wood walls above it seemed to reach up to the sky in one last attempt for rescue. The glass windows clouded with grime, their dark wood frames warped by rain and age. Ivy thick as a python strangled the side wall and sent exploratory runners across the slate roof. At the front, a gate sagged on one hinge, propped open by a tangle of dead weeds and nettle. The path to the door, flagstones crisped with moss, was interrupted by the boot-prints of someone who had come before them, long enough ago for the prints to have filled with dirt and become just a discoloured tattoo across the ground.
Raven stood for a long minute at the boundary. A box thudded to the ground behind her. Paisley, already at the van’s back, had muscled open the doors and was sorting through their life, one box at a time.
“You want to start with the mattress, or the kitchen boxes?” Paisley called, voice already flattened by the damp.
Raven shrugged. “Mattress, I guess.”
“Good. Can you wedge the door open, then?”
Raven nodded and picked her way along the path, careful to avoid the worst of the nettles. The front door was heavier than she expected, and she leaned her weight into it, surprised when it yielded. It opened into a short, musty hallway, the air inside both colder and older than what she’d left outside. For a moment, she just stood there, hand on the knob, unwilling to commit herself to the threshold.
She looked back.
The garden, such as it was, ran to a muddy border and then stopped. Beyond that, the trees started abruptly, their lower branches crusted with thorns. The light didn’t so much reach the ground as leak through in ragged threads, pooling in strange, uninviting hollows.
Even now, in the wash of midafternoon, the woods at the back were thick with shadow. Raven couldn’t see more than a few feet into them. Nothing moved, not even the wind; the branches interlocked so tightly that the forest beyond might not have existed at all.
It took her longer than it should have to realize that she’d been standing and staring.
She wedged the door open with a rock from the path, then went back to help Paisley. The first load was the mattress, foam rolled and wrapped with duct tape. It was heavy and awkward to move, but Raven found herself grateful for the work. It gave her hands something to do, and her mind something to drown out the memory of the woods, pressing up against the back of her skull like a hand on the nape of her neck.
Inside, the house was even more like what she expected: dust everywhere, the faint scent of mouse and oil, windowsills blooming with black mould. The walls had once been painted a buttery cream, but now the colour was leeched away, replaced by a general fatigue. The floorboards, dark and thick, groaned at their steps. Someone before them had swept, maybe, but the job had clearly not been finished.
“Let’s just dump it in the lounge for now,” Paisley said. “We’ll sort the bedrooms later.”
They pushed the mattress through a crooked doorway into a room that overlooked the garden—such as it was—and the woods. Raven caught herself glancing at the window, half-expecting to see a face in the trees. There was nothing.
Back outside, Paisley had already started hauling boxes out, stacking them in piles. She worked with her whole body, moving fast, not pausing for breath. Raven watched her for a moment and wondered if it hurt Paisley to be here, or if she had already convinced herself that this was what she’d always wanted.
“Raven,” Paisley said, not looking up. “You’re drifting. Can you bring the green bag?”
“Yeah.”
Raven did, then stood in the doorway and looked up the staircase. The steps were narrow, lined with faded carpet, but the banister was sturdy, the wood warm under her palm. The upstairs was just as cold and just as unwelcoming as the downstairs, but there was something almost reassuring in the solidity of the old beams, the low slant of the ceiling, the way each room was shaped by the compromises of the architecture.
She wandered from room to room, naming them as she went. The biggest was obviously Paisley’s; the smallest, with the window that barely closed, was hers by default. There was a bathroom at the end of the hall, ancient tiles and a claw-foot tub that looked like it would flake away at the first touch. In the back bedroom, she found a window that looked directly onto the woods. The glass was old and rippled, and the view beyond was smeared with green and black. For a second, she thought she saw something move—a pale flash, almost like a hand—but when she blinked, it was gone.
She went back downstairs.
The boxes were mostly inside by now, and Paisley was already on hands and knees, scrubbing at a patch of suspicious mould near the kitchen sink. She glanced up as Raven entered.
“Go ahead and look around,” Paisley said, voice softer now, stripped of its authority by exhaustion. “Just don’t touch the fuse box, yeah? I don’t want to call out an electrician on the first day.”
Raven managed a smile. “No promises.”
She drifted through the rest of the ground floor: the fridge (old but working), the cooker (ancient and greasy), the utility room with its smell of rot and wet wood. At the very back of the house was a glass porch, half-collapsed and littered with the dried corpses of insects. Raven nudged the door with her toe and stepped outside.
Raven reached out and touched the nearest branch. It shivered, but didn’t yield. There was something about the way the trees gathered, their thorns crowding out every other living thing.
She looked back at the house, its silhouette hunched and watchful. The lights were on inside now; Paisley’s shadow passed across the lounge window, then disappeared.
She hardly felt at home, but Raven found herself feeling a sort of connection with the house. Something about the wrinkled wood and weathered beams made it seem as if it had been through just as much as they had. She closed her eyes, her mind wandering back to the night that haunted her.
Broken glass.
Hospital lights.
Voices shouting over each other, enough to blend into a flood that made the words themselves as inconceivable as focusing on grains of sand on a beach.
“Raven!” Paisley’s voice cut the memory in half, and Raven gasped. “Can you come give me a hand?”
She turned, hesitated, then called back: “Coming.”
As she stepped inside, she looked once more at the woods, felt their presence coiled at the edge of her awareness. She picked up a box, crossed the threshold into the warmth of the house and let the door close behind her.
It would be a long time before this place became a home. Maybe it never would. But at least, for now, it was theirs.
II: No Vacancy
By the time Raven came downstairs, the kitchen had already been reset to Paisley’s standards of order. The mug Paisley used for her morning tea—a battered black one, logo worn off but still legible as something university-affiliated—sat upside down on the drying rack, its rim beading droplets onto the steel. Next to the sink, a neat stack of printed CVs waited on the table, weighted by a Post-it note in Paisley’s compact, slanted handwriting: “Take all of them.”
Raven didn’t bother with breakfast. Cutting the day by meals felt pointless in places like this, where the day hung inert and the light barely shifted between dawn and noon. Instead, she stood at the counter, coat already zipped and hair pulled into the tightest knot she could manage, and ran two fingers along the top sheet. The paper was soft, almost tacky with the printshop’s ink; her own face, scanned into the top-right corner, looked both older and less resolved than she remembered.
She took the folder, pressed it to her chest. She left the house without eating, walking down the single-track lane. The cold found its way past the seams of her coat within minutes. She kept the folder flat against her chest, as though protecting it from the weather—or maybe just using it as a shield from the eyes that followed her from the windows of the few houses along the road.
The walk into Grimwich took fifteen minutes, maybe less if you didn’t count the time lost to avoid puddles and stretches of ice. The smell of smoke, wet stone, and livestock drifted from the village. Somewhere out of sight, a tractor engine rumbled.
The high street wasn’t really a street, more a row of old stone buildings knitted together by a strip of tarmac and a kerb so low you could miss it if you weren’t watching your feet. A war memorial with plastic poppies stood at the roundabout’s centre, and beside it, a noticeboard stuffed with damp flyers for things like “Harvest Supper,” “Reiki Taster Session,” and “Missing Terrier – answers to Reg.”
No one else walked the street, but people looked. An old man with a hearing aid in each ear, leaning in a shop doorway. A woman in overalls, cigarette pinched between her lips, pausing mid-drag to squint at Raven as she passed. She kept her head down, but not so far that she couldn’t clock the shops in order.
First stop: the post office, which doubled as a hardware store and tripled as a depot for whatever local service counted as a bank. A bell above the door announced her, though the woman behind the glass partition had already watched Raven walk up the whole way. She was in her sixties, heavy-jawed, with hair that sat around her head like a helmet. She looked at the CV, then at Raven, then at the CV again.
“Not much going, I’m afraid,” the woman said, her voice warm and sour like over-brewed tea. “We had a student in for Christmas, but she’s gone back.” She took the CV anyway, holding it at arm’s length. “But I’ll keep it on file.”
Raven nodded, said thank you, and watched the woman’s eyes drop to the stack of papers on her desk. The CV joined them, becoming instantly invisible.
Back outside, the air seemed to have sharpened. The sun had shifted, but only enough to make the stone walls look more grey, less alive. She crossed the street to the general shop, where a man in a waxed gilet was unloading boxes from a hatchback. He straightened up when she approached, his hands still gripping a crate of tinned beans.
“Cannae help you?” he asked, his words dripping in a thick Scottish accent.
“I’m looking for work,” Raven said, holding the folder out but not yet opening it. “I have CVs.”
He hesitated. “Family run, this one, mostly. Sorry tae tell ye’.” He set the crate down. “Where’ve ye’ come from, then?”
“London.” She waited for the next question, the one they all seemed to want to ask.
“London,” he echoed, letting the word hang. “Lot different up ‘ere.”
“Yeah.”
He looked at her a second longer, then turned back to his boxes. She left without another word, barely remembering to thank him.
The tearoom was the most promising: a Help Wanted card in the window, drawn in blue marker with careful bubble letters. The inside smelled of sweet pastry and something yeasty. Behind the counter, a woman with hair like a cloud of dandelion waited.
Raven asked about the job. The woman gestured at the card, then said, “Sorry, pet, just filled it yesterday. But I’ll keep your CV in case it doesn’t work out, yeah?”
She took the paper with a flourish, added it to a clipboard already thick with applications. “What’s your name, love?”
“Raven Attenwood.”
The woman repeated it, not writing it down, but rolling it in her mouth like a sweet. “Nice name. I’ll remember it.”
A nice compliment, but not what she wanted to hear.
Her last hope was the garage at the far end of the street. A forecourt wet with diesel and mud, a couple of battered cars squatting under tarpaulin. The man on duty wore overalls smeared with grease, his hair buzzed to a shine. He was wiping his hands on a rag as she came up.
“Hi,” Raven started, “I—”
“Nothing going,” he bit. He didn’t take the CV. “Try the estate further out, they sometimes want help in the big houses.”
“Thanks,” she said, though she had no idea where the estate was or what kind of work it implied.
He nodded, already turning back to the inside of the car on the lift. She waited a beat, then left.
Each refusal was gentle, but they began to pile up and gnaw at her. By the time she passed back through the village square, the shadows on the memorial were sharp and thin. She didn’t want to go home just yet, so she walked in a slow circle, detouring to the noticeboard by the roundabout. She read every flyer, letting her eyes blur over the phone numbers and dates, the promises of healing, of organic veg deliveries, of church bingo.
The folder felt heavier. She wondered if Paisley would believe her when she said she’d tried every place on the high street.
After a while, she set off toward home, taking the lane slower this time. The trees at her back had not moved, but in the angled sunlight they looked less like a boundary and more like a wall. She let the cold settle in her bones, walking until the house reappeared at the end of the track. She did not go in right away.
Instead, she stood for a long moment at the garden fence, folder tight against her ribs, and stared into the woods beyond. There was no movement, but the feeling of being watched returned, stronger now, as if the forest was waiting for her to look away.
She did not oblige. She stayed there until her hands stung from the cold, until the sky above the trees went grey and the first bird called out, sharp as a blade.
When she finally went inside, the mug was still on the rack, the box still by the fridge, the house otherwise undisturbed. She took off her coat, folded the folder, and set it on the table, exactly where she had found it that morning.
She rinsed her hands under the tap, letting the water run until it went hot, then sat at the kitchen table and watched the shadows on the ceiling. The damp patch had spread just a little.
Raven did not move to fix it. She just sat, hands in her lap, counting the slow, relentless seconds until something—anything—changed.
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Raven heard her sister’s car before she saw it: the slow rumble up the drive, a cough as it idled, and then the distant slam of the door. The sound was muffled by distance, but Paisley’s stride across the porch carried through the walls. Raven sat at the kitchen table, the CV folder unopened beside her, fingers tracing the table’s grain.
Paisley’s entry was a familiar ritual: boots scraped against the mat, then thunked one at a time onto the tile. She dropped her bag by the door, shrugged off her jacket, and stood for a long moment at the sink with her hands braced on its edge. When she finally turned, she caught sight of Raven and seemed surprised, as if she’d expected to find the house empty or at least indifferent to her return.
“Oh, you’re back already,” Paisley practically coughed the words in surprise, the closest she’d give to a greeting. “You eat?”
Raven shook her head. “Not hungry.”
Paisley hummed, neither acknowledging nor arguing with the obvious lie. She moved to the fridge, opened it, then let it hang wide while she scanned the shelves. “How’d it go?” she said, her voice echoing in the hollow of the appliance.
“Fine.”
“Fine how?” Paisley closed the fridge, set her hands on her hips. Her knuckles were chapped and red, nails chewed down. “You hand out the CVs?”
“Yeah.”
“Where?”
Raven ticked them off without looking up. “Post office. General shop. Tearoom. The garage.” She paused, then added, “No one’s hiring.”
Paisley nodded slowly, rubbing her wrist. “You’ll have to try further out tomorrow. Toward Denbury, maybe. There’s a farm shop that sometimes takes extra help in lambing season.”
“Okay,” said Raven, her voice stripped of inflection.
Paisley waited, as if hoping for a fight, then let it go. She opened a cupboard, took out the tea, and set the kettle on. The silence filled in behind her, heavier than steam.
“We can’t keep going like this, you know,” Paisley said finally, not turning around. “The payments are lower here, but it’s not nothing. I can cover us for a few more months, maybe, but that’s it. And I’m not having them say we came all the way out here just to fall on our faces.”
“I know,” Raven said. She meant it, but the words felt brittle, like she borrowed them from someone else.
Paisley’s back stayed rigid. “You say that, but—” She stopped herself, started again. “It’s been three years. You can’t just wait for things to start up again. You have to make them move.”
Raven flinched. She looked at her own hands against the wood, knuckles smooth and unmarked. “I know,” she said, softer. “I do try.”
Paisley spun, finally, and leaned back against the counter. There were crescents of dirt under her fingernails. The knees of her work trousers were caked with dried mud, and a long scrape ran down one shin, the skin crusted and raw. “It doesn’t look like trying, from here,” she said.
Raven wanted to snap, to list all the places she’d gone, the humiliation of each gentle brush-off, the way people looked at her as if they already knew she’d fail. Instead, she let the words stack up inside her, pressing hard against her ribs.
Paisley’s expression softened, but only slightly. “You could at least pretend you want this.”
“I do want it,” Raven said, and realized as she said it that she wasn’t sure what “it” meant anymore. “I just… it’s harder than you think.”
Paisley barked a short laugh, bitter and tired. “Harder than I think? Raven, I work ten hours a day shoveling other people’s shit, sometimes literal shit, so you can have time to figure out whatever it is you’re doing. If it’s so much harder for you, maybe tell me how.”
Her sister’s green eyes were bloodshot at the corners, her mouth drawn tight. Raven looked away. “It’s just hard, okay? I don’t know how to say it better than that.”
Paisley stared at her, the fight draining from her face. “Fine,” she said. “Whatever.” She poured the tea, hands trembling just enough to rattle the spoon. “Tomorrow, you try Denbury. And the garden centre by the bypass. And if that doesn’t work, you try the estate. There’s always work if you really look for it.” She shoved a mug toward Raven, tea so dark it looked almost black. “You got it?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
They drank in silence, each pretending to read some point on the wall or outside the window. After a few minutes, Paisley stood, rinsed her mug, and left the kitchen. The bathroom tap turned on upstairs, a long, rattling spasm of pipes, then the hard slap of water against porcelain. Raven stayed where she was, not moving, not thinking about what she’d say tomorrow when Paisley asked her again how it had gone.
The sky outside was losing what little colour it had held onto, bleeding out into a uniform dark. The house, always a little too cold, had settled into that temperature where you didn’t shiver, you just accepted that your body would never quite catch up. Raven finished her tea, poured the dregs down the sink, and went upstairs.
She walked past her own bedroom and stopped at the end of the landing, where a narrow door opened onto a balcony that looked out over the garden. The railing was rusted and pitted, the concrete under her feet spotted with moss. She stood with her arms folded tight across her chest, eyes locked on the line of trees where the garden ended and the forest began.
The wind picked up, threading through the balcony’s ironwork and whistling around her ankles. She didn’t move, not even when the cold bit at her ears and cheeks. She let herself be a statue, part of the house, as fixed and pointless as the war memorial in the village. She listened to the sounds behind her—Paisley’s footsteps, the shifting of furniture, the brief clatter of a dropped utensil—until even those faded, replaced by the slow tick of the kitchen clock below and the distant, implacable presence of the woods.
It was only when the night had fully smothered the garden and the first stars began to needle through the clouds that she let her arms drop, exhaling a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. The windows behind her stayed dark; no one called her in.
III: Blue Eyes
The moon, round as it was in the night sky, looked more like a sharp disk than a white sphere, flat and pale. Raven leaned into the chill of the balcony, dressing gown barely holding the heat in, and let the cold glaze her skin while the garden below drowned in shadow. The mug between her hands had stopped steaming half an hour ago; now it was just a small, fragile warmth pressed between her palms, good for nothing except giving her fingers something to do.
Raven shifted her weight, and put the mug down on the balcony rail. The paint had lifted there, and a faint orange bloom spread beneath her palm where the metal had surrendered to the weather. She pressed her hand to it anyway, liking the sharp little sting of cold, then took the mug back and sipped. Lukewarm, sweet at the bottom, disappointing. She drank it all the same.
She let her attention slide sideways, just a little, and caught the first movement before she heard the landing. A crow dropped out of the upper air and took its place on the nearest overgrown branch at the woods’ edge. It was larger than the ones she’d seen on city streets. Its wings didn’t fold all the way; they stuck out at a strange angle, stiff and momentarily unbalanced, then settled. For a moment, it simply regarded the house, head cocked, feathers tight to its body. Then it fixed both eyes directly on Raven.
She went still. One of the crow’s eyes was not black. In the moonlight it glinted an impossible blue—so pale it almost glowed, the colour of lightning just before the sky goes all the way white. The same colour, she realized, as her own. She waited for the bird to break gaze, to peck at the branch, to perform some dismissive little twitch. It did not.
Seconds ticked. The house behind her was silent. Her grip on the mug grew tighter, the handle cutting into the web of her hand. She wondered if she was supposed to be frightened, or if the crow was just some part of the night’s machinery, doing what it always did.
She almost looked away first. But then something else moved—far off, deep inside the woods. A sound, low and stretched, uncoiling from the dark. It started soft, a rumble, and then rose into a howl that split the silence cleanly. It was too large to be a dog, too sustained and precise for a fox. There was a shape to it, a resonance that seemed to climb up her spine and curl at the base of her skull. Whatever it was, it was not meant for human ears.
The crow snapped its head toward the noise, wings half-opening, every feather rigid. But it did not take off. It clamped tighter to the branch and held itself in a squat, defensive pose. Raven felt the hairs on her arms rise, and for the first time tonight, she considered stepping inside and locking the door. She tried to tell herself it was nothing—a farm dog gone feral, or a coyote (though she knew better, coyotes weren’t meant to exist here), or some sound warped by wind and distance. The woods didn’t care what she thought, and neither did the crow.
She thought, without wanting to, about the livestock in the fields. About Paisley’s early shift, the unguarded sheep, the way she’d noticed that the fence on the north pasture was open by a few inches, gate swinging on a broken latch.
The howling stopped. The crow looked back at her then, and something seemed to draw her towards where that sound had come from.
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Raven passed through the halls, and felt as though that house had grown more foreboding. She set the mug in the sink without letting it clink. She checked the window to see if the crow was still posted on the branch, but couldn’t see it now.
She moved on cat-feet up the narrow stairs, wincing with each creak that came from them. She took them at the very edge, where the wood was less likely to betray her.
Upstairs, the corridor was black as pitch. The air tasted of plaster, a trace of whatever previous tenants had used to fight off the mould. She moved by feel, right hand trailing the wall until she came to the floorboard just outside Paisley’s room.
Nothing. No rustle of sheets, no cough, no exhale. Paisley was out, and would stay out. She always slept deepest after an argument.
Raven continued to the end of the landing, where the attic hatch sat flush with the ceiling. The pull cord was a knotted nylon rope, frayed at the end. She drew it down slowly; the hatch gave way with a pop, then dropped into place with a dull, hollow thud. She winced. Waited.
No reaction from Paisley’s room. She exhaled.
The ladder was as old as the house, and resisted any movement. Raven had to lean her full weight into the bottom rung to get it to extend. When the ladder finally locked into place, she climbed, counting each rung as if they might vanish between steps.
The attic was pitch black. She pulled the cord for the single bulb and was met with a stutter of light, yellow and unhelpful, but enough to show the sloped ceiling and the scatter of boxes left from the move. She crossed to the far end, hands out, and found what she was looking for on the second try: a flat wooden crate, unlabelled, the lid set askew. The hunting rifle that they’d been surprised to discover their parents owned—a shock, given their mother’s known feelings on guns and their father’s general avoidance of anything even vaguely rural. Paisley had made a face at it and said, “I’d toss it, if it were up to me.”
Raven hadn’t wanted to. “But it’s theirs,” she argued.
She took the rifle out now, both hands careful on the worn stock. The wood was smooth but pitted, and the barrel cold enough to make her teeth ache. She inspected it with caution, as someone who’d only ever watched the process on TV: checked that the bolt moved, checked that the barrel was clear, flicked the safety on and off. There were instructions in the box, laminated and curled at the corners, but she didn’t look at them.
She found the ammo—.22 cartridges, most of a box left. She carefully loaded it, then took a handful without counting and tucked them into the pocket of her dressing gown, the dull sound of them colliding together heavier than she liked.
Downstairs again, she left the lights off. In the entryway she pulled on her boots over bare feet, wincing as the cold rubber compressed her toes. She shrugged her coat over the thin cotton of her dressing gown and checked the pockets for her phone.
She unlocked the back door, rifle tucked under one arm and torch in the other. She stepped out, quietly, the door clicking behind her.
The torch beam was thin and ineffective against the mass of the dark, but it gave her a margin of safety. Enough to see where her own feet were going, at least. The grass slapped wet against her legs, soaked instantly to the skin.
Raven’s plan, such as it was, had never extended this far. She supposed she ought to circle the perimeter, check the sheep, and look for the source of the howl. But now that she was here, the confidence in her plan began to falter.
Her hands shook. Raven was not a particularly brave person, so she wasn’t sure why she felt such a call to action now. This was stupid. She should wake up her sister, or wait until morning.
But something burned in Raven, brighter than a sense of duty or even fear. Curiosity now gnawed at her, the toxic poison that had a way of needling itself deep into the mind.
What could that have been? The question drummed through her mind, and no amount of reasoning would silence it. She told herself she’d only go as far as the edge. Just to see if anything was there, to be able to tell Paisley in the morning that she’d checked, that there was nothing to worry about.
She hitched the rifle a little higher under her arm, wiped her free hand on the inside of the coat and climbed over the back fence, catching her calf on a splintered post. She drew a sharp breath at that, checking with her hand to feel the warmth of blood trickling.
The flashlight lit a tunnel ahead of her, and for some reason, despite how much time she’d spent looking at the woods through her window, nothing ahead of her looked the slightest bit familiar.
She froze.
The sound came again. This time, not distant and from the safety of a window. Whatever it was, she was in its domain now.
IV: Taken
She walked as quietly as the mud and the boots would allow, the howl still tingling at the base of her skull. The torch caught on a slick of lichen and ricocheted, showing her a tangle of roots that looked disturbingly like hands. She quickened her pace. The bramble tunnel closed in, the branches above forming a mesh that rattled with every windless breath.
Her phone vibrated once in her pocket, but she didn’t check it. Her hands were too busy with the rifle and the flashlight. She kept her eyes level, refusing to look behind her. The idea that her next step might bring her face-to-face with whatever lurked somehow felt more plausible than it following behind.
The path never broke into a clearing. It kinked left, then right, always tighter, always more overgrown. The brambles whipped her face, catching in her hair, and she fought the urge to flinch. Every few steps, she had to stop and unhook herself from some invisible snare. Her coat was already losing the fight; a sleeve had torn on something, and she could feel the cold seeping into the lining.
The trees here were older, bark black and ribbed with moss, and the undergrowth had thinned just enough that she could see maybe five metres in any direction. Nothing moved except the mist curling between the trunks. No eyes glinted back at her; no sound but her own breathing.
She almost turned back, then. Almost.
Raven let herself breathe a little harder, and leaned her shoulder into a trunk. The cold bled through the cotton, but she held herself still, waiting for her pulse to slow. Then she lifted the flashlight, tilted it up, and painted the trees with the beam, left to right and back again.
There was nothing. Not even the suggestion of movement. The silence was so deafening it hurt.
She let her hand drop, feeling the ache in her wrist from gripping the rifle so tight. The flashlight’s circle danced on the ground.
Then she heard it.
A snap, close enough to feel in the soles of her feet. She froze, flashlight tight in her fist, and turned her head slowly.
There. To her left, in the shadow of a half-dead birch, something moved. She clenched her jaw. Lifted the rifle.
The thing in the dark stopped moving. It was just out of the flashlight’s reach, its outline hidden by bramble and the thick tangle of last year’s dead leaves.
After a long minute, she let her arm drop, and that was when the thing lunged through the undergrowth, so fast she barely registered the shape. There was an explosion of thorn and snowdrop, and a mass of fur slammed into her from the left, knocking her sideways off the path. She went down hard, rifle bouncing out of her grasp, flashlight clattering across the ground.
The thing was on her—huge, heavy, its smell rank. She clawed at the mud, and rolled onto her back. In the spinning circle of the flashlight beam, she saw a snarl of teeth, amber eyes, a long snout wet with spit. It looked nothing like a man, but it looked nothing like a regular wolf, either. Its hands were too large, the claws not so much canine as curved, black, adapted for ripping.
She kicked at it, found only air. Her hands went for the rifle, but it was gone.
The thing pinned her, easy as trapping a worm. Its front paws—hands?—wrapped around her wrists, forcing them above her head. Its grip was impossibly strong; the claws bit through coat and skin, hot beads of blood already pooling where the tips pressed in. She twisted, tried to knee it in the gut, but the weight was immovable.
She screamed as loud as she could.
The thing shoved its nose into her neck, inhaling so deep she felt it in her ribs. It growled, a low, wet vibration. Then it drew back and stared at her, those eyes full of a different, stranger hunger.
She thrashed, trying to break free, but the claws only dug deeper. Her feet scraped at the ground, boots losing traction in the mud. The thing leaned in, teeth bared, and bit down hard on the soft muscle between her neck and shoulder. She howled, the pain sharp and immediate, and the thing howled with her, a sound so much like the one she’d heard before that her body
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