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Prologue

At the sound of the horn he ran
into the woods. The ground was spongy
beneath his feet, and he felt like he was flying. He would have
enjoyed the run under other circumstances but not tonight. Tonight
he was running for his life.

He vaulted over a fallen tree,
then pumped his legs to put on more
speed. He was losing ground. He could hear it behind him, getting
closer all the time. He knew he couldn’t outrun it, but he had to
try.

His lungs burned and so did his
legs. He couldn’t keep this up for much
longer. He prayed for a miracle. If only he’d kept his nose out. If
only he’d never come here.

He ran onto a well-used path
where the ground went from soft and spongy to hard and compacted,
and the force of his pounding feet reverberated up his exhausted legs. He did not stop. He
would not stop running.

He should have known. When they
came for him, he should have known. But how could he? That vacuous
idiot in the village shop, how could he have guessed that? And not
just her, but the—

Suddenly, he was hit hard from
behind, and he went down. He put his
hands out to break his fall and felt his palms burn as they tore on
the small stones. The pain was nothing compared to what he felt
when the thing tearing strips off his back bit down on his neck.
Bright, burning fire. Blinding agony.

He screamed once
before it turned him over and tore out his
throat.


Chapter
One

Collie Noonan opened her eyes.
She reached without looking for her phone, knocking something off
the crowded bedside table and onto the
floor, and saw it was after two in the afternoon. Shit. She was
supposed to call her sister Sasha at twelve.

Collie had been up most of the
night working on characters for the new video game. Collie thought
she had the best job in the world, and it
took up most of her time, but she loved her sister. Sasha was
probably the one person other than Tony she actually saw with any
regularity.

She should have set her alarm.
Since their grandparents died a few years ago, Sasha and Sasha’s
daughter Lana were the only family Collie
had left.

Their grandparents had raised
them and died within three months of each
other. It was a huge blow for them both, and Collie missed them
badly. She knew Sasha did too.

Collie hit the Skype app on her
phone. Sasha had tried to call twice.
Collie felt a stab of guilt. She pressed redial and winced against
the loud bleeps that signalled the call was trying to
connect.

Sasha picked up on the second cacophony
of bleeps.

“You’re a dick,” were the first
words out of her mouth.

“I know, I know. I’m really sorry,”
Collie said.

Sasha rolled her
eyes. “You missed Lana. She had to go
back to school.”

“I still can’t believe they let
her come home for lunch. Remember how the dinner ladies used to
patrol the playground with their walkie-talkies like prison guards?”

“Don’t change the subject,” Sasha
said. “You’re right, they were
formidable.”

“Is she really mad?” Collie asked. “Are
you?”

Sasha rolled her eyes again. “Of
course not. We’re used to you. And you send great birthday
gifts, which makes up for your
unreliability. And the fact you’re such a funny onion.”

“I am unreliable,” Collie said and
smiled at Sasha’s old nickname for her.

“You aren’t. Not really. Not about the
things that matter,” Sasha said.

Collie heard a crash. “Is
that your end?”

Sasha turned from the camera for
a second. “Probably the bloody cat
knocking something over. Hang on a sec while I check.”

Collie waited. She could hear muffled
thumping, and then Sasha was back.

“Sorry about that.”

“No worries. That cat
is a menace,” Collie said.

“Tell me about it. Lana loves
him, though,” Sasha said.

“Well I—” Collie cut off as Sasha’s
head swivelled around and away from the camera. “Sasha?” Collie
said.

“Yeah? Sorry, something else just
crashed.”

“The cat again?”

“I don’t think so. It wasn’t Tufty before either. I think it’s
outside,” Sasha said.

“One of your lovely neighbours,” Collie
said.

Sasha gave a half smile and looked
behind her again. She didn’t seem right. She seemed…jumpy.

“Sash?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you okay? You
seem a bit…I don’t know, not yourself,” Collie
said.

Sasha sighed, and the
screen stuttered, froze as she rubbed a
hand across her eyes. “It’s Damian.”

At the mention of her sister’s ex,
Collie felt the familiar anger rise. “If he’s bothering you
again—”

“It was just a letter. He sent me a
letter,” Sasha said.

“He’s not allowed to do
that.”

“It wasn’t threatening or
abusive,” Sasha said, and Collie remembered how Sasha had always
made excuses for him, always covered up for him. Even now.
Collie guessed some habits were hard to
break.

“What did the letter say?” Collie
asked and tried to keep her voice even.
Sasha didn’t need judgement. It had cost her a lot to break free of
that piece of shit.

“Just how sorry he was. He
regrets everything, and he knows he made
mistakes.”

“Made mistakes? He battered you.”
Collie wished she hadn’t said it. Sasha
knew—she’d been there. She didn’t need Collie to remind
her.

“I know, Colleen,” Sasha said.

“I hate it when you call me that.”

“I hate it when you get all
judgemental,” Sasha shot back.

“I’m not judging you, Sash. I hate
him,” Collie said.

“I know you do. And you don’t have to worry—one letter isn’t going
to send me running back to him. He beat me up once, and I’m not
risking him doing it again. I know what he is,” Sasha
said.

“Okay, good. What did you do with the
letter?”

“I threw it away.”

“You didn’t give it to the police?” Collie asked.

“No. I don’t want it all dredged
up again. He went to prison for what he did, and this is the first
time I’ve heard from him in two
years.”

“He only got out four months ago,”
Collie said.

“I know. If he sends
another, maybe I’ll go to the police. The
letter seemed to be an apology. He didn’t mention getting back
together or anything like that,” Sasha said.

Not yet, Collie
thought. “Okay, then. Just please, if he
sends anything else—does anything else—let me know.”

“I will, I—”

Another crash and the connection
stuttered and juddered as Sasha turned around.

“Sasha?” Collie said. “Sasha, what’s
going on?”

“What the hell are you
doing here? Get out,” Sasha said to
someone Collie couldn’t see.

“Sasha? Sasha? Who’s
there?” Collie gripped the phone hard
enough to crack it. “Sasha?”

The screen went blank. A little
message popped up: connection
lost.

Collie dialled 999. Something was
wrong. Someone was in Sasha’s house,
someone she didn’t want there. Collie’s stomach turned because she
knew who it was. Fucking Damian. Just like before when he beat the
shit out of her. She jumped out of bed and dragged on jeans and a
T-shirt while she spoke to the operator, the phone sandwiched
between her shoulder and ear.

Bypassing the
assortment of jumbled shoes, Collie
picked up her car keys and ran out of her flat. Barefoot, she
sprinted up the hallway with a sinking feeling that she was too
late, much too late.


Chapter
Two

Collie loaded up the last box and
slammed the boot closed.

“You’ll crack the rear windshield,” Lana said from behind
her.

Collie turned to look at her niece. She
was slight and fragile looking, even though Collie knew that was
the last thing she was. Like Sasha, Lana had a spine of steel.

Sasha fought him. Damian. The
police told her Sasha had fought like a
hero. Collie knew she would have. There was no way Sasha would have
left her daughter easily.

They said she fought in the
ambulance too. To live. Damian had needed
an ambulance as well. Collie took some comfort from that. She’d
hurt him, and Damian was only just out of hospital.

When Collie arrived at her house
that day—that awful fucking day—the police were already there.
They’d stopped her going inside, so she
knew it was bad. Collie didn’t believe all that psychic-twin
bullshit, but she swore she knew the moment Sasha died. She felt
it, like someone ripping out her heart.

And now, he was going to prison
for a long, long time, but it didn’t matter how
long he got. Sasha wasn’t coming back.
And Collie had a broken ten-year-old child to raise now, and her
sister was fucking dead.

Collie rubbed her hands across her
eyes. “How are you doing, Lana?”

Lana reached out and hugged
Collie, squeezed her waist. “It’s weird.
I want to leave because of the memories, but I also don’t want to.
This is where I lived with Mum. You know?”

Collie squeezed her back. Christ,
did she know. For a second, it was all too much. A sob fought its
way up from her chest and into her throat, making it ache. Heroically, she pushed it down. Lana
needed her to be strong, so she would be strong. She could cry at
night, when she was in her bed and Lana was asleep and
unaware.

“I know, sweetheart. I know
exactly what you mean. We don’t have to go, you know? We can stay here,” Collie said.

“We sold the house.”

“We can buy one close by. Or anywhere
you want. You tell me. Whatever you need, sweetheart.” Collie
squeezed her again and kissed the top of her blond head.

“I love you, Collie. I’m glad
you got me,” Lana said.

“Me too.” Collie didn’t say that
the only other option was Lana’s father’s
parents, who were knocking on for eighty. Collie would make sure
they kept in touch with them, though. They’d already lost their son
when Lana was a baby. They didn’t deserve to lose a granddaughter
as well.

Suddenly, someone
grabbed them both from behind. “Group
hug.”

Tony.

“Get off, you weirdo,” Collie said but
didn’t move. Tony was her best friend and had been amazing
throughout everything. Lana loved him.

“Don’t
be mean to Tony.” Lana laughed. Tony was one of the few people who
could make her laugh at the moment.

“Yeah, don’t be mean, Colleen.” Tony
gave them both a final squeeze and released them.

He stood at over six feet and had
tattoos all the way up both arms. When
Lana was a baby, she’d been fascinated by them. Today he wore a
Chelsea FC shirt and Bermuda shorts.

“You look like a thug. Where’s your
hair?” Collie asked.

“I shaved it off. Summer vibes,” he
said.

“It’s April,” Lana said.

“Well, little La,
you’ve got to be prepared. Summer comes
up fast, and I want to be ready.” Tony ran his huge hand over his
freshly balded head. “Plus, the chicks love it.”

“Oh yeah. Football hooligan
chic.” Collie rolled her eyes. “Since you’re here, you can make
yourself useful. We’ve just got the
furniture to go, and then we’re done.”

Collie
told Lana she could take whatever she wanted from the house to
bring with them. Lana decided to keep her bedroom furniture and a
chest of drawers that her parents were given as a wedding present.
She chose a few pictures, some candles, and a houseplant. The rest
they sold to the new owners of the house. It was their first home,
and they were grateful for anything Collie wanted to
leave.

Collie was surprised the house
sold at all, let alone so quickly. She
worried no one would want to buy a house a woman was murdered in.
But it was in a good location close to the Tube and parks and
decent schools. It sold quicker than her flat in Vauxhall had been
rented out.

Collie was still in two
minds about selling or renting it. She’d
decided to rent it out for now, but who knew? Maybe they’d love
country life and buy a farm or something.

Collie still wasn’t sure why Lana
wanted to move to Suffolk—she’d literally pointed at a random house
for rent on the internet and said, “That
one.” And maybe letting a ten-year-old decide something so big was
a bit stupid, but Collie was prepared to do whatever it took to
help her get through this fucking nightmare. If Lana wanted to move
to the moon, Collie would bust a gut trying to make that happen
too.

With Tony’s help, they
loaded the furniture into his van pretty
quickly. The plan was he’d follow them down and help unload at the
other end. Collie knew it was a workday for him, and he was losing
money by helping them, but when she tried to pay him, he refused.
The only payment he would take was beer and pizza at the other
end.

Collie and Tony’s friendship was
a strange thing. They’d met at a video game convention five years
ago. Collie was there with work, and Tony
because he loved gaming. He’d asked her what it was like being a
woman in a totally male-dominated industry. Collie braced herself
for a moronic conversation with a meathead, but Tony proved to be
the opposite.

They’d exchanged numbers and gone
for a drink after the event. Collie had a
brief panic wondering if he’d thought it was a date. Tony laughed
and poked her with one of his sausage fingers. He’d told her she
was a bit butch for him, but he was flattered, and then he told her
he was trans. They stayed in the pub until closing that night,
talking about everything and laughing so much Collie’s belly hurt.
There was something about Tony that made her feel like she’d known
him her whole life. Other than Sasha, Collie didn’t remember ever
being so comfortable around another person.

They’d been tight ever since, and
the last couple of months Tony turned out
to be the best friend she’d ever had. A rock. Collie loved him. And
he was amazing with Lana too.

But one of the best things about
him was he could move furniture like
nobody’s business.


Chapter
Three

“Why you’d want to
move to the middle of nowhere is bloody beyond
me,” Tony muttered as he put the last box down on the living room
floor.

“You know why,” Collie said,
opening Tufty the cat’s carry box. He
stuck his fluffy black head out, seemed to consider a moment, then
bolted up the stairs. “It was all over the news when my sister
died. And that fucking internet journalist plastered Lana’s face
all over their website. Everyone at her school knew what
happened.”

“London’s a big place. You could
have just moved north of the river,” Tony
said.

“We wanted somewhere quiet where people
didn’t automatically know who Lana was. Besides, me and Sasha grew
up around here.”

“You lived somewhere in
Southwold for the first four years of your life.
Not Hymen,” Tony said.

“Hyam, you div.”
Collie elbowed him. “This is Hyam. Besides, it’s
only half an hour to Southwold.”

“You plan on visiting Southwold a
lot? Because God knows there’s bugger all to do
around here,” Tony said.

Collie had got that sinking
feeling as they drove through the village. If you could even call it that. One mini-roundabout, a
co-op, and a pub did not a village make. Well, when you let
ten-year-olds make decisions, this was what happened.

Maybe she wasn’t being totally
fair—there was a hairdresser’s, and a bakery. Collie
sighed. Had she made a big mistake moving her
and Lana here? Collie felt like she was feeling her way through mud
as far as Lana was concerned.

Collie had never given
any thoughts to children. They hadn’t really
figured in her life plan. Now, here she was, raising her dead
sister’s child. Lana, who had lost both her parents, seemed to be
dealing much better with it than Collie, or at least that’s how it
seemed. Collie was out of her depth. All she could feel was this
overwhelming, crippling grief that lay on her chest like a concrete
pillow. Sometimes it hurt to breathe.

Lana had seen the house online,
on one of those property websites. She’d tapped the screen and
said, “There. That’s where I want to
live.”

“Why?” Collie asked.

“I googled the village—”

“Of course you did. I didn’t know how to google at ten,” Collie
said and had immediately been given one of those looks. The ones all
kids gave to hopelessly useless adults.

“Aunt Collie, you didn’t
even have computers. Weren’t you still writing on stone
tablets?”

“Cheeky little git.” Collie had laughed
and thrown a pillow at the kid. “But seriously, what did Google
say?”

Lana looked up and wrinkled her
little brow. Collie wanted to eat her up.
Lana recited, “Steeped in Anglo-Saxon history, the county of Woden
is home to quaint farming villages and unspoiled walking trails
through forest and farmland, along with beautiful walks along the
River Woden. The village of Hyam is still full of medieval
structures, including a group of ancient standing stones known
locally as a miniature Stonehenge.”

“You memorized a tourist website? Wow,
what a loser,” Collie joked, though Lana knew she was in awe of her
ability to memorize things.

“Jealously is an ugly trait, Aunt
Collie.” Lana grinned and laughed.

“Yeah, yeah. So you
like the Anglo-Saxon history and the
hiking?”

“I just think it looks like a
really nice place where nothing bad happens. You know? And it’s a
nowhere place. No one will know who I am
there, or what happened to Mum,” Lana said quietly.

Collie swallowed the
lump in her throat. She knew exactly what
Lana meant. Even if she wasn’t sure before, she was now. She wanted
Lana to feel safe, and if a sleepy little village in the middle of
nowhere did that for her, well, that’s where they were
going.

Collie sighed when
Lana said that and pulled her into a hug. When
she thought about the shitbag journalist who found Lana’s school
picture and posted it online, she wanted to track him down and kill
him. The London Eye
was what the online rag was called. Collie had
emailed and begged them to take the picture down, but by then it
was too late.

So, here they were. Luckily it
was only a rental, and they could move any time after this
initial twelve months. Collie could do
her work from anywhere, so that wasn’t a problem. They’d make the
best of it. And Collie would do her utmost not to damage an already
broken child even further.

 


* * *

 


Lana felt the satisfying crunch
of gravel under her feet as she walked up the long drive. Their
house sat at the end, completely by itself and surrounded by high hedges. It was what Collie called
secluded.

Tall, thick trees lined each side
of the drive, and bushes and brambles
squatted next to them.

There was another drive, but that
one narrow, off to the left, which Collie assumed led to
another house. Other than that, it was
just Lana and Aunt Collie here.

The only downside was their bins
were located right at the bottom of the
drive, near the road, and it was going to be a pain to have to walk
all the way down there every time they needed to put them out. And
Collie said it was going to be Lana’s job like it was at
home.

Lana stopped and listened to the
birds who called each other from the
trees. The only birds she ever saw in London were pigeons, so it
was nice to see the little brown and yellow ones that hopped from
branch to branch above her.

Lana wasn’t sure how to feel
about her mother’s death. Whenever she
tried to think about it, it all just felt too huge, too horrible.
She knew she’d have to deal with it at some point. Aunt Collie got
her a counsellor down here, and Lana liked him well enough. She
wasn’t sure if she trusted him with this yet, though.

Lana looked up at the blazing
blue sky and thought about how her mother would never see this
again. Would never feel the sun warm her face. Lana’s eyes prickled. Her stomach went watery, and she tried
her best to swallow down the sob before it got past her
chest.

It didn’t work. She let out a
sob, and the tears ran hot down her face. Then big arms were
lifting her, and she turned her face into the solid shoulder. Tony. She loved Tony. He always made
everything feel better—like Aunt Collie. Lana couldn’t think of two
better people to have if she couldn’t have her mother.

“Come on, let’s get you inside. It’s
all right, Lana. It’s all right.”


Chapter Four

Emily Lassiter sat back and
rubbed her eyes. In front of her was a stack of workbooks she still
had to mark. It was already past eight,
and she wanted to follow up on a few leads she’d been emailed.
Plus, she hadn’t eaten yet.

Emily sighed and
wondered, not for the first time, why she
was doing this. Putting herself through this. Then she looked at
the photo on her desk. It was taken about two years ago at her mum
and stepdad’s anniversary party. The picture was of all of them.
Her sister had flown over from Spain, and both her brothers came
down too. In the picture they all smiled for the camera.

All of her parents’ children
looking happy and healthy in the last photo that would ever be
taken of them all together. The last time any of them would
be happy. All of them completely unaware
that in twelve months, her youngest brother Charlie would have gone
missing.

Emily and her brother Chris were
five and three when their parents divorced. Three years later,
Emily’s mum met her stepdad, Carl. Emily loved him to bits and thought of him as her dad too. Not that
she didn’t love her own father, but Carl was just as involved, and
perhaps weirdly, both her natural father and her stepdad got on
pretty well.

Emily was almost ten when Charlie
was born, and from the moment she saw
him, she loved him best—they all had.

Emily could never remember him
crying, though he must have. He was a
kind and sweet and loving baby and hadn’t changed when he grew
up.

Her mother liked to tell stories
about how, when Emily was eleven, she’d
taken him out in her doll’s pram and pretended he was hers. She’d
gone up and down the street talking to neighbours about the weather
and other things she’d heard her mother talk to them
about.

She really thought they’d
believed her, as well. Of course, as a
woman of now thirty-three, she saw how ridiculous she must have
seemed. But Charlie was special. Everyone saw it. He’d been
everyone’s favourite, and his disappearance left a huge yawning
crater in their lives.

Emily refused to believe he’d
just decided one day to disappear.
Charlie was a free spirit, but he loved his family. He doted on his
nieces and nephews and was close to their parents. Emily knew the
general consensus was he’d killed himself, and the body just hadn’t
been recovered yet. None of his cards had been used, and there was
no trace of him anywhere.

Emily wondered, as she’d
done so many times, if she was just
kidding herself. If she just refused to believe the terrible truth
and had put her life on hold to find him for no reason. Was she
wasting her time? Some nights, like tonight, she thought maybe
that’s exactly what she was doing.

But something inside her—the
journalist she’d been before she decided to do this—couldn’t stop.
Couldn’t accept it. She had to keep looking, and her
gut told her the answers were in Hyam.
She just had to ask the right questions.

Emily pushed away from
her desk and stood. She stretched out her back
and felt a satisfying pop. First, dinner. She thought she had some
frozen thing or another in the compartment that pitifully passed
for a freezer in her twenty-year-old fridge.

Once upon a time, Emily loved
to cook. She’d had a little flat in North
London with a sliver of balcony overlooking the park. She’d often
fired up the tiny barbecue she’d managed to fit on it and had
friends over.

Friends. They seemed like a
foreign concept as well now. She still got the occasional text or Facebook message, but to all intents and
purposes, she’d cut them off. She’d had to. When she moved to Hyam
and took the job as a teacher—dusting off her old qualification
that she never thought she’d use again—she cut herself off from
most people. No one in the village knew who she really was or why
she was here. For reasons she couldn’t explain, she wanted it kept
that way.

Well, she could explain it. From the research she’d done so far, she’d
found three people had been reported as missing in or close to Hyam
in the last five years. For a population of a few hundred, that was
strange. They were all outsiders too—either recently moved here or
to a neighbouring town. One was just passing through.

Admittedly, it wasn’t much and
probably could be explained away, but to
Emily, it was a lead worth following.

Emily found it hard to organize
her thoughts when it came to the village. On the
surface, everyone seemed nice enough and
polite, if not friendly. But Emily couldn’t help thinking there was
something going on beneath the surface. It was almost like when you
saw a house with thick paper lining the walls—you knew the plaster
underneath was probably rotten.

That was why she’d started her
search here—that and the emails Charlie sent her. He’d found out something and was worried about something.
They were due to meet up. Charlie had something he wanted to tell
her, but he’d disappeared before he could. This was the last place
Charlie was seen alive. He’d been a teacher too. In the same school
but teaching very little ones. Luckily, he hadn’t been here long
enough for her to come down and visit, so no one knew who she
really was. Plus, they had different surnames, so that was useful
as well.

Emily went into the kitchen and
looked in the fridge. She pulled out a
container of unidentifiable brown stuff and had a vague idea it
might be leftovers from a shepherd’s pie she’d made. She chucked it
in the microwave and looked out the kitchen window.

It was pitch black with just a
sliver of moon visible in the sky. That
had taken some getting used to. How dark it got in the country. So
dark you could barely see your hand in front of your
face.

The microwave pinged to signal it was done, and Emily took out the brown
stuff. She decided she’d eat it while she marked a few more
workbooks, then have an early night. The leads she wanted to follow
up could wait until tomorrow.

Emily looked out into the pitch
black one more time before she pulled
down the kitchen blind.


Chapter
Five

Collie woke to the sound
of birds, and the buggers were
loud.
“What is your problem?” she muttered as she lifted the blind behind
her bed and looked out. The tree outside her window was full of
them.

Collie squinted against the
sunlight. It was going to be another beautiful day.
The sun was just rising, and Collie
realized she usually saw a sunrise just as she was going to bed.
She liked to work through the night. Everything had changed in such
a short space of time. She supposed she should get used to these
early mornings. Her days of working through the night were
gone.

She lay back down, hoping to get
another couple of hours, but heard the creaking floorboards as
someone walked past her bedroom. Lana,
had to be. Tony would be stomping.

Sighing, she rolled out of bed
and pulled on a T-shirt and old pair of
joggers. Sleeping naked would probably have to change as well. If
Lana came into the bedroom unexpectedly, the last thing she’d want
to see was her old aunt laid out in all her glory.

She’d pick up some pyjamas today.
Maybe they’d go for a drive and find the
closest real town. She’d see what Lana wanted to do.

By the time Collie got to the
kitchen door, music was blaring out of someone’s
phone, and she could hear the clanging of
pots and pans.

“Everything all right in here?”
she asked.

Tony and Lana both spun around with
guilty looks on their faces. “We didn’t mean to wake you. We were
going to do breakfast,” Lana said.

Collie walked fully
into the room and ruffled Lana’s hair.
“You didn’t wake me. Those bloody birds did.”

“Noisy, aren’t they?” Tony said, wielding a spatula. “You really
need to upgrade your kitchen appliances, Collie. I swear this
spatula is older than you.”

Collie looked at
the partially melted implement. “I think I had
it at university.”

“Aunt Collie.” Lana
laughed. “It must be years old.”

“Hey, not that old, thank you
very much,” Collie said.

“Well, however long, it’s too long. And
your pans are grim,” Tony said.

“They’re clean.”

“There’s barely any pan left you
scrubbed them so hard,” Tony said.

“Fine, fine. Why don’t we drive into Southwold today? I’m sure they have
pans and spatulas you two would find acceptable,” Collie said,
holding up her hands in surrender.

Lana laughed when Tony bumped her hip. “Sometimes shaming people into
doing what you want works.” He winked to let Lana know he was
joking. “Don’t you want to try the village first? Introduce
yourself to the neighbours and support local business?”

“Do they even have
any shops that would sell kitchen stuff?” Collie
asked. It wasn’t a bad idea, though. Maybe they could head to
Southwold after.

Tony nodded. “I saw a sort of general
stuff store on the way in. It’s on the edge of the…What would you
call it, high street?”

Collie shrugged. “I don’t know
what you’d call it. But we can stop in there first if you
want.”

Collie accepted the mug of tea
that was set down in front of her and watched the two of them. Tony
was good with Lana. He knew how to bring her out of herself.
Collie knew she was grieving, and a laugh wasn’t
going to cure her of that, but Tony had the ability to make Lana
forget for a little while.

He was leaving later today, and
Collie was kind of scared. She’d always been Lana’s fun aunt. The
one who bought her junk food and let her
stay up late. Collie wouldn’t be that aunt any more. Now, Collie
was the one who had to make sure she ate three meals a day and went
to bed at a reasonable time. And that terrified her.

 


* * *

 


Tony was right about the general
store selling everything. It literally
sold everything. Pots, pans, and
spatulas as well as buckets, fishing rods, ironing boards, hammers,
screws, light bulbs, and paddling pools.

It was bigger than it looked from
the outside too. It went all the way back and was stuffed with shelves from floor to ceiling, that were
also stuffed with all kinds of dusty junk.

“Help you?”

Collie turned at the sound of the
voice behind her. It belonged to an older woman with short grey
hair and eyes so brown they were almost black. The word intense came to mind.

“Oh, well, I was looking to
update my kitchen utensils,” Collie said.
“You know, some pans and a spatula.”

The woman nodded twice, short,
economical nods that told Collie she was all about efficiency.
“Over here. We’ve a set of pans and a set
of utensils.” The woman walked off without checking to see if
Collie was following her.

Collie narrowly avoided knocking into a
manky and decidedly creepy mannequin dressed in waders, a sparkly
pink T-shirt, and a floppy sunhat. Weird.

“Your shop is very, um, interesting,”
Collie said.

The woman cut her eyes at Collie.
“We’ve been here a long time. The shop’s
been in my family since the sixteenth century. We’ll still be here
a long time to come.”

Collie wasn’t sure about that.
Wasn’t village life dying out? People
moving to cities and huge super malls being built—not to mention
the internet. “You do good business then?” Collie asked.

“We do just fine.” The woman was
looking at her with open suspicion now.

“Sorry, that was nosy. I’m new
here—moved in yesterday, actually,”
Collie said.

“Yes, I know. You moved into the
old Roper place.”

“Roper place? That’s who lived there
before us?” Collie asked.

“No. Wilf Roper lived there about
fifteen years ago. Died in that house, he did. Worked up at
the Highmore house for the Cobb family
for years. Nice man. His kids rent the place out now to outsiders.
Not that they last long.”

“Outsiders don’t last long?” Collie
asked. This woman was all kinds of fun.

“Get bored. This life isn’t for
everyone. Those soft city people come
here looking to get away, have a change of pace. Until they realize
it isn’t all bucolic or a Turner painting. Then they get bored and
leave.”

The woman didn’t have to say out
loud that she thought Collie was one of those soft city
people. It was on the tip of her tongue
to remind the woman that this soft city person was currently in her
shop and about to spend money, but she changed her mind. She didn’t
want to alienate everyone on her first proper day here. There would
be plenty of time to alienate everyone later.

“Well, I’m Collie, and over there
is my niece, Lana,” Collie
said.

“Denise Cutmore. Pleased to meet
you.” Though the woman looked anything but. “And him?” She motioned
to Tony, who was currently modelling a fake—or at least
Collie hoped it was fake—stole, much to
Lana’s delight.

“That’s Tony. He’s just a
friend. He’s leaving today,” Collie
said.

Denise Cutmore looked Collie up and
down, and she wondered if the woman was trying to decide whether
they were a couple.

Whatever she decided, she’d clearly had enough of the small talk and
turned back to the assorted pots and pans hanging off a wall.
“There they are. Prices are on them.”

The woman walked off and left
Collie hoping not everyone in the village was like Denise Cutmore.
Collie quickly chose what she wanted,
paid and left.


Chapter
Six

Emily walked into
the tiny village shop and almost laughed at the
woman standing at the counter.

“It’s like mince, but made out
of…soya, I think. It looks like mince beef.” The woman was
speaking to Margaret, who Emily knew had
worked in the shop since she was seventeen.

“I know
what it is—I’m saying we don’t sell it,” Margaret replied as if she
was speaking to someone stupid. Who knew, maybe the woman
was.

“But what I mean is, can you, you
know, order it in? Vegetarian stuff? For
my niece.” The woman was persistent—Emily would give her that.
Unfortunately, what the woman didn’t know was, if it wasn’t
dripping with blood, the village shop didn’t stock it.

“No. I can’t just order whatever
everybody wants. What if you stop buying
it? No one in the village is a vegetarian, so I’d be stuck with
something I couldn’t sell. There’s a co-op in the next
town.”

“Fifteen miles away,” the woman
said.

“So? It comes frozen, doesn’t it?
Stock up,” Margaret said and turned to
Emily. “Ms. Lassiter.”

She never called her Emily
despite Emily asking her to. She was a
funny old bird.

“Hi, Margaret. How are you?”

“Could be better,” she replied with a
pointed look at the woman.

When the woman turned to face
Emily too, Emily’s breath caught in her
throat. She was gorgeous. Emily’s stomach did a little flip. She
was average height with dark eyes and dark hair. Thick dark hair.
Yum.

“I’m just here for my papers,”
Emily said. She subscribed to a few national newspapers the
shop didn’t sell. Although she wasn’t a
journalist for the time being and maybe wouldn’t be again, Emily
loved newspapers. Online just didn’t cut it. She liked the crisp
paper in her hands, and the smell, ink and chemicals. Yeah, online
wasn’t even close.

“Got
them here.” Margaret reached beneath the counter and laid them on
top.

“You order in newspapers.” The woman just wouldn’t give
up.

“Yes. They are paid for in advance, by
subscription,” Margaret said.

“I’ll pay in advance.”

Margaret eyed her coldly,
and Emily braced herself.

“You are new to this village, and
I have to say, you aren’t making a very
good impression so far. It’s a small village, and word gets around
about new people,” Margaret said.

“Is that supposed to scare me?”

“Look, I’ve got some
meat-free mince in my freezer. I’ll give
you some,” Emily said, trying to defuse the situation. Margaret was
right—the woman really wasn’t doing herself any favours with her
attitude.

“Don’t bother. I can see how it’s
going to be. You all stick together, and fuck the outsiders. Well, don’t worry, I won’t bother either
of you any more.”

With that, the woman stomped out of the shop.

Emily watched her go and thought what a
pity it was that someone so attractive was such a spoiled little
shit.

 


* * *

 


Collie marched up the road, feeling tears prickling her eyes. She wouldn’t
cry—she wouldn’t. And what the fuck was wrong with her?

She must be losing her mind.
She’d been so rude to that woman—to both women. It bothered her
more that she’d been rude to the one who was trying to help her. The pretty one. The really pretty one.
Collie always had been a sucker for a brunette with big blue
eyes.

Why had she made such a big deal
about fucking vegetarian mince? She wasn’t normally like that.
Something about the shopkeeper woman pissed her off and got her back up straight away, but that
still wasn’t it.

Usually, when faced with someone
unpleasant, Collie had a knack for charming them and bringing them
round. She wasn’t a dick. Not normally, anyway.

Today had been hard, though.
Life was hard at the moment. Too
hard. Get yourself together.
You lost a sister, but your niece lost her mother, and she’s not
being a dick to everyone. Collie booted a
stone along the road. And it was a road because there wasn’t a
bloody pavement to be had.

She walked over the level
crossing—which she hadn’t seen a single train go
past—and turned onto an even rougher road
that would take her home.

Maybe they’d drive into the town
fifteen miles away tomorrow. They could stock up on vegetarian food
for Lana. God knew the only thing that
weird little village shop seemed to sell was meat, and most of it
red meat. Clearly the people here hadn’t heard of vegetables
because there wasn’t one in sight in that shop.

“Well, that was a right
shitshow.” Collie plonked down onto the
kitchen chair.

“No veggie mince?” Tony asked.

“No. And I managed
to mortally offend the second two locals
I’ve met so far.” Collie folded her arms on the table and rested
her head on them.

“What did you do?” Tony asked.

“Basically kicked off.”

“Because they had no veggie
mince?”

“No. Well, yes. Oh, I don’t know.
It wasn’t about the mince,” Collie
mumbled into her arms. “Where’s Lana?”

“In her room. Why did you kick off?”
Tony sat down next to her.

“Do you have to leave?” Collie
asked. “I mean, can’t you just stay here
with us?”

“I actually wish I could. I love
you both. But furniture won’t move
itself. I’ll come down all the time, though. I’m coming back
Friday, anyway.”

Collie sighed. “I’m sorry. I
shouldn’t do that, make you feel guilty. You’ve been amazing. I’m just…I don’t know.”

“You’re grieving. And you’re now
responsible for a little girl who’s also grieving. And you’ve upped
sticks and moved to the middle of nowhere. Give yourself a break,
Collie,” Tony said and squeezed her shoulder.

“I don’t know what I would have done without you these last few
weeks. You’ve been more than a friend to me, Tony. You’re my
brother. Even if we aren’t related by blood.”

“Collie, you know as well as I
do—especially in our community—family is often the people
you choose. You’re my sister, and Lana is
my niece. And that’s the end of it. You’ve been there for me more
times than I can count. If not for you, I wouldn’t have got my
business off the ground.”

“That was an investment I made. I
never doubted you’d make a success of
it,” Collie said.

“That’s beside the point. You’ve been there for me, and I’ll be
there for you. I’ll come up whenever I can. You’ll end up sick of
me,” Tony said.

“Never. I’ll never be sick of
you.” Collie reached out and hugged him. Then the
tears came. She couldn’t stop them.


Chapter Seven

Dinner was a sad affair. Lana
didn’t want Tony to go, and nor did Collie. Collie’s eyes were red,
and Lana guessed she’d been crying. Tony was coming back on Friday,
but it still seemed like an age until then.

Probably because now Collie
would be left alone with her and Lana
knew she was nervous about that. Lana was nervous too. It wasn’t
like before where they were aunt and niece, and Collie spoiled her
and let her stay up late and eat junk. And they had her mother’s
death between them. And they were in a new place.

Lana stopped on the drive. She
was carrying the rubbish up to the bins, and it was heavy. She
offered to do it after dinner. All part of her plan to be helpful,
so Collie wouldn’t get rid of her. Grown-ups liked it when you did your chores. The sun was
just starting to go down, but the weather was still nice. She
stopped and breathed in the smell of warm grass and warm earth. It
smelled so much nicer than London.

Beside her, on the right, the
bushes rustled. Probably a bird. Or maybe
it was a cat. Not Tufty because he had to stay in for another week.
At least Collie hadn’t made cleaning out his litter tray one of
Lana’s chores.

Lana picked up the bag and hefted
it a few more feet before the sound came
again, and she stopped. For reasons she didn’t understand, the hair
on her arms stood up, and her skin prickled. She was spooked. Which
was stupid, because it was broad daylight.

All the same, Lana picked up the
rubbish bag and moved a little faster.

She
dumped the bag in the big green plastic bin. A swarm of flies rose
up and scattered. “Gross,” she muttered. Something smelled bad in
there. Probably just old rubbish or a dead rat.

Lana started back up the drive.
The bushes rustled again, and it felt strange. Like something was marking her progress up the
drive, like something was watching her. She tried to make the
kissing sound she made when she wanted Tufty to come to her, but
her mouth was dry. Also, she wasn’t sure she wanted what was in the
bushes to come out.

A twig snapped, and whatever was in
there seemed to be coming closer.

Lana panicked. On pure instinct,
she started to run. She pumped her legs and flew over the gravel.
The bolt on the gate was sticky, and she
skinned her knuckle when she wrenched it back, her hand greasy with
sweat, slipped, then found purchase again.

Lana swung the gate back on its
hinges and charged up the garden path. Inside, she slammed the door
shut and dropped the latch.

“Everything okay?” Collie called
to her from the living room.

Lana strained to keep the panting out
of her voice. “Fine. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Her heartbeat was slowing down
now, and she was feeling more herself. Feeling a bit
stupid, in fact. The thing in the bushes
was a bird or maybe a fox. Lana looked up and saw Tufty on the
stairs, staring past her, his tail puffed up and his ears pinned
forward like he was straining to hear. He didn’t blink. After a
moment, his tail swished once, and he let out a hiss.

He was freaking Lana out more.
She turned away from him and squeezed her
eyes shut. There were no monsters, there were no monsters. She knew
that, had known that since she was small.

She looked down at her hand. The
fleshy part at the base of her finger was
bleeding and the knuckle raw from where she caught it in the bolt.
“I just need to get a plaster. I cut my hand on the
gate.”

“What?” Collie’s voice coming
closer. “Are you okay?” Then Collie was in front of her, face
filled with concern. “Let me
see?”

Lana held out her hand.

“Ouch. That bolt is
stiff. I’ll get some oil on it tomorrow,” Collie
said. Then her aunt was looking at her. “Are you sure you’re okay,
Lana?”

“Yes, I promise. It doesn’t really
hurt,” Lana said.

“No, I mean…are you okay? You look worried—scared. Did something
happen outside?” Collie asked.

“No,” Lana said and dropped her eyes.
She wasn’t very good at
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