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Prologue

I love a mystery. That’s what this whole trip was meant to be about. Chasing a puzzle, a myth, all those ghost stories and unexplained events. This place has so many secrets. A history of either violence or misfortune, perhaps both, has made its mark on every bit of it.

If ghosts are real I wonder what these ones have seen. What stories they might tell if only I could hear them. Perhaps they could answer some of my questions or spark new ones. Or else whisper their last words to me. 

Perhaps they might have warned me. 

The ground underfoot is only lightly dusted with snow, not yet frozen. My boots slither in the mud beneath as I try to run. It’s pitch black under the trees and out of the moonlight I can hardly see two feet in front of me. I’m already exhausted from the long walk and my muscles are screaming at me to stop. I have to keep going but fear can only give me strength for so long. It’s so hard to make any progress. I’m stumbling, sliding, my legs straining. 

Am I still being chased? I can’t hear anything over my own blood roaring in my ears. The panicked gulps of air I’m sucking in. I twist and look, catch sight of a shadow between the trees and whip back around with a whimper. Oh Christ. The figure isn’t even hurrying after me. As if my escape attempt is completely futile and I just don’t know it yet.

The cabins loom out of the early morning mist. The same cabins that only a few hours ago I was happily poking around in. Looking for clues. Now, as I throw myself up the porch steps and slam the door behind me, I wonder what clues I will leave behind for the next person unlucky or stupid enough to come here. 

Pressed to the door I flick the latch and brace myself to hold it shut. Perhaps I had enough distance that I wasn’t seen coming in here? A moment after that thought I realise that I must have left a trail in the mud. Footprints leading right to my hiding spot. A place so obvious a child could find me, let alone … 

Straining my ears I listen for footsteps or voices. With my lip clenched between my teeth I count inwardly. I reach ten, then twenty, and after sixty seconds my heartrate slows ever so slightly. Maybe I got away? Surely I wasn’t that far ahead. Only a few seconds at most when I looked back before. But then again, perhaps I’m not the only one fleeing the scene? Maybe that figure wasn’t striding after me, but slipping away? 

I wish I had my bag, the phone in there. The GPS. Anything to help me get out of here, find help. But I put it down to rest my back and that was when I saw the blood. Fresh blood steaming on the ground, peppering the light snow. I feel sick remembering it. The blood and the sounds that man was making. The terror and pain on his face.

Then I hear it. Footsteps on the porch, slow and deliberate. A convulsive shiver runs over me and despite my instinct to hold the door shut, I back away. There’s a creak and a click. For a moment I think I see a black eye glinting between the warped boards. Then, everything is agony.



   

Chapter 1

Getting to the airport was the usual struggle. I’d been awake half the night worrying I’d sleep through my alarm. The other half of the night was taken up with nightmares that I’d already overslept and that I had gone to the wrong airport by accident. Not exactly a restful start. Ethan, of course, slept like the dead, because it wasn’t his sister’s wedding we were going to. He had nothing to prove, unlike me.

In the end I woke up half an hour before the alarm went off and decided I couldn’t take it anymore. So whilst Ethan slept on I tiptoed around getting into my airport uniform of leggings and a hoodie. In the cheap fluorescents of our bathroom I already looked like death. I’d had my hair cut and dyed for the wedding into a dirty-blonde shag that was meant to look mussed yet cool. Fresh from bed it just looked limp and sad. 

I made a tea and drank it looking out at the empty street. Well, empty except for two rats going through a capsized recycling bin across the way. Until a seagull bullied them away and started ripping into a black bag. The Bristolian equivalent of watching the deer emerge and sip morning dew. I picked my cuticles and wondered if I ought to have booked a manicure.

Just before the alarm I crept back to the bedroom with a tea for my husband. He opened wary eyes and then glanced at the time, groaned and accepted the mug. As he lifted one hand to rasp his stubble, he exposed the tattoo on his ribs. A faded flash-art skeleton from his teen years. Both of us had patches of embarrassing ink, but thankfully most of it was easy to hide. I ruffled his mop of dark hair and he said something that sounded like ‘fucking destination weddings’. 

Our pre-booked taxi was ten minutes late and we hit traffic on the way to Bristol airport because of some kind of vintage car fair happening nearby. Normally I’d have enjoyed seeing so many old-fashioned cars and motorbikes, but not today. Even the sight of an honest to God omnibus didn’t make me squeal in delight. Today was not the day for it. Not when we had a strict timetable to follow. 

‘We should get a stall at that next year,’ Ethan said, watching as several ancient VW campers chugged past our stationary taxi. ‘Bet they’d love some proper vintage vinyl.’ 

I nodded, inwardly screaming at the traffic to just please move. 

I was practically hyperventilating by the time we got checked in at the airport and headed for security. Ethan had forgotten to take his phone out of his carry-on and we got pulled aside to dig it out and re-scan. At least he’d not worn his Docs. All that lacing and unlacing would have driven me mad. The whole time we were waiting I was watching the multiple giant clocks in the airport and getting tenser every minute. If I was late to the start of Jess’s wedding week, I would never forgive myself. I wasn’t sure she would either, though she’d never say anything. 

Finally, we passed security and reached the far less stressful part of the airport. Though my level of anxiety barely dipped. 

‘Do you want a coffee?’ Ethan asked doubtfully, eyeing my bouncing leg.

‘Tea, please.’

It was only after he’d gone that I remembered my water bottle. It was empty, as per airport rules, but I’d intended to get a drink for the flight. One of my fussy little ‘quirks’, as Ethan called them, was not liking to drink from bottles I’d bought. I’d worked at a supermarket one Christmas and seen rats running all over the flat packs of drinks. Damn it, maybe I could still get a drink before we had to move on. I opened my bag, then realised the bottle wasn’t in there. I must have moved it to Ethan’s bag when I had to fit the wedding present into mine. At least I hadn’t forgotten that. Even the thought of doing so made me feel a bit ill. 

Oh well, they’d have water on the plane. They didn’t charge for that, right? 

I was pleasantly surprised though, when Ethan returned with two cardboard cups and my water bottle. 

‘You remembered?’ I said, gratefully taking the full plastic flask. 

‘A husband’s duty,’ he said, tipping an imaginary hat. ‘I got you iced tea because there was a queue for the water fountain. But it’s in the bottle because I know you’re a fusspot.’ 

‘Even better.’ I kissed him on the cheek and for a few minutes we escaped the stressful rush of the airport, sipping our hot drinks in an oasis of calm. Then they announced our gate and we were off again like tired horses on their third race of the day, dragging our bags with us.

The flight to Bavaria was just under two hours. Not that it mattered much because we’d have gone for economy even if it was twenty hours. We couldn’t afford anything else. Not yet anyway. My inheritance was still pending and I didn’t want to think about what it would mean when the money finally came in. For me and for my relationship with Jess. That money had started to symbolise everything that remained unresolved between us. The rift in our relationship packed full of pound coins. 

Desperate not to think about it I plugged my headphones in and put on a children’s audiobook from when I was about five. Something to calm me, that familiar story in a voice whose tone and rhythm I knew off by heart. Both Ethan and I liked old things, found them comforting in a weird way. After all, if a piece of uranium glass or a shellac record could survive for decades without a scratch, we could survive anything. He put that in his vows.

‘Bugger, I forgot my—’ Ethan was saying as I pulled a spare set of earbuds from my bag. ‘Cheers.’

‘At least you always forget the same things,’ I said. 

I sipped my iced tea and leant back against the headrest. My sleepless night caught up with me in a rush and before I knew it, Ethan was gently shaking my arm. I struggled upright and he tugged my headphone from my ear.

‘We’re here,’ he said, amused by my confusion. ‘You didn’t even snore. I’ve never seen you sleep that deep.’

I nudged his knee with a playful frown. Still soaked in sleep I helped gather our bags and we joined the tail end of the queue to get off the plane. Outside the air was cold and I hugged myself, wishing I’d thought to put my coat on before hefting the bags. I couldn’t be bothered to drop everything now and struggle with it. It had been enough of a bother at security, but I was putting up with it instead of bemoaning our lack of checked luggage. 

Our flight was one of those little planes they never bother pulling in to the airport. Instead you have to gather on the tarmac and wait for a bus in the morning chill. I just wanted to get into our rented car and go back to sleep. 

Eventually we got through the airport and out to the blocky little office in a car park with rows of shiny cars outside, their insides lined in paper. I waited whilst Ethan went in to sign some final paperwork and then came out to look over our car. It wasn’t a great model; no heated seats or fancy sound system. Just a basic level run-around. We’d even brought our old satnav from home instead of paying out to borrow one. I only hoped our maps were still good. I felt a bolt of panic at the thought of not being able to find the resort. Had Ethan remembered to check the map updates? Was that what was going to undo all our planning? 

I checked the time on my phone. We were on schedule. I’d been hoping to be a little bit ahead of ourselves by now. It was very important that we weren’t late. Just this once I could not be late. I’d let Jess down enough over the years. This was not going to be one of those times. Everything was going to be perfect for her wedding week. 

‘We need to stop for fuel,’ Ethan groused as we pulled out of the car park. ‘They only put a bit in. You better believe they’re getting it back with less than a quarter of a tank. That’s if I don’t push it back into the car park on fumes. Fucking rip-off.’

He chuntered away like any English person on holiday whilst the satnav guided us to a petrol station. I was already struggling to keep my eyes open. Even with all the slightly abnormal normality of another country to watch as it flew by the window. The different logos and sign colours, how the plants at the side of the road weren’t quite the same as back home and the way the radio had German announcers and adverts in between American pop songs. 

At the station Ethan dug a paper wallet out of his bag and handed me some euros. 

‘Do you want to get some snacks for the journey? Can you grab me a coffee, oh, and some cigarettes?’ he asked.

I nodded. 

‘Don’t forget a lighter!’ Ethan called after me.

I went in and picked up sandwiches, chocolate bars and crisps. There were coffee machines at the back, but I couldn’t work them out. Either they were the most complicated ones I’d ever seen or my foggy brain just couldn’t grasp them. My coins kept being returned and none of the options I pressed ended with a cup being dispensed. So I opted to get Ethan an energy drink instead. Unlike me he was happy to swig from the can, but I’d go over it with an anti-bac wipe just in case. 

The cigarettes were the worst part, because I had to point and mime to get them and a cheap lighter. The woman behind the counter was obviously trying to be nice about it but I felt so stupid. I should have at least bought a phrase book. I left the shop with my cheeks on fire. 

‘I have these by the way,’ Ethan said, digging two pre-packaged waffles out of the front pocket of his hemp hoodie when I returned to the car. ‘They brought them around while you were—’ He tipped his head and snored with a whistle.

‘You said I didn’t snore!’

‘I was sparing your feelings. The woman in front of us tried to smother you twenty minutes in, took me and two flight attendants to pull her off you.’

‘My hero.’

Ethan grinned and tucked a cigarette behind his ear for later.

I set the satnav with the address Jess sent me. Her wedding was being held at a ski lodge and she was paying for our stay there – room, food, everything. Even my dress and Ethan’s suit, which were probably already waiting for us there. All we had to do was get there on time. I would not fuck this up. According to the satnav’s estimation we’d arrive with some time to spare. Just not as much as I’d originally planned in. We’d been delayed on landing and then the queues in the airport held us up even longer. We’d lost about an hour. Hopefully we’d make it up on the drive. Otherwise we’d have just enough time to freshen up before the welcome dinner Jess told me about when I rang last week. 

I sipped from my bottle and hoped my outfit for the dinner wasn’t getting too creased in the bag. Not that I wasn’t going to look like a heap of shit next to Jess anyway. I think she travelled with an iron and maybe even a mini-dry-cleaning set. Jess was always called a ‘natural beauty’; soft dark hair, big dark eyes and perfect skin without even trying. The kind of woman made for pearl earrings and shift dresses. The kind who looked expensive and professional. I’m the one who changes hair colour like I change my underwear, with healed piercings all over and bad tattoos on my lower back and legs. I’d never seen Jess look anything but perfect and polished. I could barely keep polish on for a day without picking it off. But that wasn’t a big deal anyway. Maybe I was just freaking out because this would be our first time meeting face to face since the funeral. This was meant to be her week, her day. Honestly, the fact that I couldn’t compete with her on a good day could only help me here. 

We were moving over the city’s roads so smoothly it almost felt like we weren’t going anywhere at all. Before too long I felt my eyelids droop. My forehead met the cold glass of the window and I missed whole stretches of the songs on the radio.

Ethan reached out and turned the volume down, then gently patted my knee. The satnav piped up and told him to take the next left. I closed my eyes, relieved that we were going to make it. This time, I wouldn’t let my sister down. 



   

Chapter 2

The car jolted suddenly, knocking my head against the passenger window. The inside of my mouth was dry and my eyes felt sticky. How long had I been asleep for? I remembered the ramp to the motorway or whatever it was called here. Then I must have completely passed out. I had that headachy, dehydrated feeling you get from midday naps in stifling rooms. 

‘We there?’ I managed.

‘Not … just yet,’ Ethan said, after a long pause. A pause that said something wasn’t quite right. 

Peeling my eyelids open I squinted out into a blindingly white world. Snow covered everything and the weak sun was bouncing off it straight into my eyes. I groaned, closed my eyes again. 

‘Mila?’ Ethan said over the drone of the windshield wipers. 

I groaned again in response and prised my eyes open to look out at the road ahead. Like everything else it was covered in snow, hemmed in on both sides by tall trees. Thick dark pines which were quite soothing to look at in all that whiteness. Though their branches were weighed down with snow which dropped heavily onto the car as we passed underneath. Big dollops of snow, interspersed with the whirling flakes coming from the sky.

‘Where are we?’ I asked, sitting up and reaching for my water bottle. My lips felt like paper. 

‘Right … So, the thing is, I’m not really sure?’ Ethan said.

That woke me up. Fast. 

‘What do you mean? What about the satnav?’ I looked at my husband and found him biting his lip, eyes crinkled at the edges as he squinted out at the road. A sure sign that he was anxious and getting overwhelmed. I realised what was missing from the atmosphere in the car; the robotic prompting of the satnav. My eyes flew to it but the screen was completely blank, not showing a map and comforting directions. It was dead. 

‘It stopped working about half an hour ago. I’ve been following this road ever since. We must be nearly at the resort, right?’

‘Did it say to do that before it turned off?’

‘No … it just said to go straight for however many kilometres but I don’t really know how to judge those. And it didn’t say what to do after that. I did pass some turnings but no signs for this place we’re meant to get to. I thought it was best to just keep following the road.’

A twisty feeling made its home in my stomach. A feeling I was very familiar with. It was the sensation that came when I knew I was going to be late for something important. As Ethan was always pointing out, that was pretty much everything. I was not a punctual person. But today had to be different. This was Jess’s wedding after all, and I’d already done enough to spoil it, what with that misunderstanding over Pete’s phone.

‘What time is it?’ I glanced at the digital display in our rented car and swore. ‘We were meant to be there an hour ago! Jesus! I need to ring her.’

‘No chance – I already tried using the map app on my phone and there’s no signal at all up here. No calls, no internet.’

I grabbed my mobile from the cup holder between us and checked. No bars at all. 

‘Oh well, that’s just great!’ I detached the satnav from the windscreen and shook it, like that would help. 

‘Calm down, the wedding isn’t for a few days. It’s just the welcome dinner tonight. She’ll understand.’

‘That only makes things worse! Jess always understands and says it’s no big deal. That’s who she is. But this is her special week – I owe this to her after … everything.’

‘What happened with Pete wasn’t your fault,’ Ethan said gently. ‘She understood why you had to say something.’

I sighed. Pete was my sister’s fiancé. Still. Even though a few months before I’d picked up his phone instead of mine and found some nudes on it. Nudes sent to him by several different women. Pretty surprising really, given that Pete looks like a geography teacher, all tucked-in check shirts and neatly parted pale brown hair. Ethan and I have long speculated that he irons his jeans.

Obviously I’d gone straight to Jess. She’d been absolutely devastated, almost cancelled their whole wedding and broken up with him, even though they’d been together for years. Longer even than Ethan and I. That was until Pete convinced her he’d never even opened the messages in case they were malware. That he thought it was just spam. He still hadn’t told her about them, but Jess forgave him so I had to as well. I liked Pete before that whole incident but since then things had been a bit strained. Even before Mum and Dad died. Before Mum’s funeral.

‘I wish I’d never said anything,’ I said, watching the wipers scoop snow off the windscreen. ‘She probably thinks I was trying to ruin everything on purpose.’

‘Jess doesn’t think like that,’ Ethan soothed. ‘All that is in the past now. You two are all the family you’ve got – she knows that. Just like she knows you’re not to blame for your parents.’

I knew that; a few months ago I’d even believed it. But since the funeral I wasn’t taking anything for granted. Ethan didn’t know what went on with Jess and me that day and I couldn’t bring myself to tell him. 

Even before all that it was hard not to feel like I had a lot to make up for when it came to Jess. When I came along as the baby of the family, she was five. I was premature and had a host of health problems, and she had to be the responsible one, the helpful one. For our entire lives nothing she did was ever as important or interesting as what I was doing, at least as far as our parents were concerned. They babied me and relied on her, expecting her to do well. She did, but it was just what she was meant to do, so they never gave her much credit. I’d always looked up to her, this girl who was half a decade ahead of me and absolutely crushing life. Growing up had meant beginning to realise how unfair our parents had been to her. 

Now she was marrying Pete at long last. I think the reason she delayed it so long was to stop Mum and Dad comparing her wedding with mine. That or she was worried I’d pop out a grandkid right before and steal her thunder. Not on purpose but, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d accidentally fucked things up for her. There wasn’t any worry about Mum and Dad not giving her wedding enough importance now. Though I knew it killed her that our parents wouldn’t be there. They’d both passed in the last eight months, first Dad, then Mum.

Their deaths only made the situation between Jess and me more tense. They’d left me about ninety per cent of their estate because ‘I was starting my family and needed it more’. It hadn’t come through yet but it was only a matter of paperwork. I’d planned to split it with Jess but now I wasn’t sure she’d accept anything from me. 

‘I think this sign’s for a town,’ Ethan said, interrupting my thoughts. I followed his gaze and saw a sign, though not of the modern roadside kind. We were pretty far into the Alps by now after all. The sign was carved from a great slab of wood and nailed to a tree stump. The wood, as the headlights hit it, had a grey weathered look, like it had been there for decades. Maybe more. Between the weathering and the flurries of snow I could just about make out the name on it as Ethan slowed the car: Witwerberg. 

‘They might have a map or someone can give us directions,’ Ethan said. 

‘Not sure how helpful that’ll be. Neither of us speak German.’

‘I have faith in the German education system. The lady at the car rental place spoke better English than me,’ Ethan pointed out. ‘Besides, if they have wifi I can use my phone and get a map myself.’

Ethan took the turning and I zoned out again, my anxiety slightly curbed by the thought that we might make it. Not on time, but at least we’d get there in time for most of dinner and not miss it completely. I’d cling to that.

I watched the road ahead as it narrowed and the trees closed in around us. On my side the snow-covered ground began to dip down and soon we were driving along the top of a steep ridge. At the bottom, in a deep gulley, I saw snowdrifts and a few dark shapes that might have been rabbits. It was hard to tell in the gathering night. The wheels skidded slightly on the road and I gritted my teeth, but we carried on slowly and after a few minutes I managed to relax. 

I let out a breath and tried to untangle the stress in my belly. I was so determined not to be late for once. To show up on time and make sure Jess had a perfect wedding. I owed her that after so many years of my life taking precedence. She deserved a perfect wedding with her as the centre of attention for once. It was up to me to make sure it was the best day of her life and here I was, more than an hour late on the first day of the week of events she had planned.

The hypnotic wipers began to slow. I blinked, not sure if I was mistaken. Then the whole car began to shudder and slow down, finally coasting to a stop. 

‘Fuck,’ Ethan breathed. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ He punched the steering wheel then tried the ignition. A sputter. One more. Then nothing. The car was completely silent, dead. The cold outside immediately began to leach away the heat around us. Snow silently gathered on the windscreen, blocking out the light, flake by flake. 

He’d been quite composed about the satnav failing but now Ethan looked ready to rip the steering wheel off the dashboard. He kept trying the ignition but nothing was happening. 

‘What is it?’ I asked stupidly, looking at the fuel gauge which said we still had over half a tank.

‘I have no idea. Hang on,’ Ethan snapped as he struggled out of his seatbelt and opened the door. A cold blast of air threw snow into the car and I winced. The hoodie and coat that had kept me cosy in the confines of the airport were not cut out for Alpine snowstorms. Ethan, still only wearing his hoodie, slammed his door shut and a moment later the bonnet of the car obscured my view. I heard him unsnapping things and muttering to himself. I had no idea what he was doing. Neither of us were good with cars. I could just about add the oil and water to ours, back when we still had a car. Ethan was worse than me; he once fuelled up with diesel instead of petrol and brought us to a stop on the M5. It wasn’t really a surprise when he slammed the bonnet down after a few minutes and got back into the car, shivering.

‘I’ve got no idea what’s wrong with the fucking thing. Maybe something froze up or got disconnected when I went over that hump that woke you up.’ He tried the ignition again and nothing happened. ‘Could be the battery?’

‘OK,’ I said, trying to stay calm. ‘Let’s walk to this town and get someone to come back with us to jump it. That’s what you do with dead batteries, right?’

Ethan shrugged. ‘I suppose. We don’t know how far it is to town though.’

‘We’d better wrap up warm then.’

Our bags were in the back and it took a few minutes to hunt through them for the scarves and hats we’d brought but not bothered to wear in the warm car. Ethan shouldered his coat on and I donned my gloves, wishing I’d thought to wear fleece-lined leggings or actual trousers. I was a bit warmer with the hat and stuff on but getting more and more anxious by the minute. We were getting later and later for the welcome dinner and I couldn’t even call Jess to explain. What would she be thinking? That I didn’t care enough to get there on time? That maybe I wasn’t coming at all? 

‘Hey,’ Ethan said, and I looked up at him. I knew my eyes were welling up. I was always quick to tear up in frustration. ‘We’ll get there. I promise.’

‘OK,’ I said, forcing myself to breathe slowly and calm down, taking the hand he offered me. He gave my fingers a reassuring squeeze. 

We didn’t have any kind of rucksack, so I put my water bottle and the packed food we’d brought for the journey into my handbag, along with the a cheap torch from the car. The kind you buy by the till in pound shops. Not the kind you ever want to actually rely on. Above the snow-topped trees the sky was a deep, dark blue, steadily deepening to black. Night was coming fast and we still had no idea how far away Witwerberg even was or if we’d be able to walk there.

Side by side, Ethan and I began to hike up the narrow road, leaving the lifeless car behind. 



   

Chapter 3

I learned that day that night falls very quickly when there are no streetlights or welcoming buildings to hold it off. Before too long we were stumbling through the snow, following the narrow beam of the torch. Darkness was all around and I kept jumping at every little noise: snow falling from branches, trees creaking in the wind, a twig cracking underfoot. I’d not looked at much info about where we were going for the wedding, but on the resort website I had seen a warning about wolves. I had no idea how common wolf sightings were but in the pitch blackness I wasn’t thinking about odds. Only teeth.

Ethan insisted on going ahead of me so I could follow his footprints on the uneven ground. He always joked that I could fall over from a standing start but it didn’t seem funny at all just then. Especially not when I hit a rut, broke through the icy crust on it and twisted my ankle. I went down with a shriek that echoed through the trees.

‘Mila!’ Ethan lifted me back onto my feet but the damage was done. I winced as I set my foot back down. ‘Is it broken or sprained?’

‘Sprained, I think. Shit!’

‘Do you have painkillers?’ Ethan asked.

‘Somewhere. Can we just get to town and I’ll find them when there’s more light.’

I leant on him and together we limped along, our progress now even slower than before. How far away were we from civilisation? There’d been no distance mentioned on the Witwerberg sign. Were we too close to need telling or had the fateful words ‘twenty miles’ been erased by time? Like in a horror film where the hapless teens miss the part of the sign covered by a loose plank – ‘danger – do not enter’. 

Neither of us said much. I think we were too focused on reaching the town, straining our ears for any hint of civilisation: an engine, a TV blaring, even a voice. But there was nothing. I was cold, in pain and absolutely going to pieces over being so late for Jess’s dinner and the possibility that we were about to encounter a wolf.

We’d been walking for ages, but the silence said we were still really far away from town. My leggings were doing nothing against the cold and were now soaking up snow and sticking to me, making me even colder. Likewise my trainers, so comfy on the concourse, were wet through now. I was preparing myself for a long, painful walk, when we came over a low hill and found ourselves staring at a town. More accurately, a village. 

The road, more like a track at this point, snaked past it at a short distance, like it was avoiding the sad little ring of buildings. Ethan shone his torch around. At the centre of the ring was a stone well with a thick beam of wood over it, worn but still carved with the name ‘Witwerberg’. If that hadn’t been there, I never would have believed that this was the place we’d been heading for. The place we’d pinned all our hopes on. 

There were six buildings, all log cabins with wide roofs and shuttered windows. The kind cuckoo clocks and Christmas villages made famous. Each one had a low porch outside, some of which were carved and decorated. But I wasn’t thinking about the cuteness of it all at that moment. All I saw were six buildings in utter darkness. Not a light on in any of them. More than that, the crookedly hung shutters, fallen-in roofs and rotting porch steps all told one unpleasant story; this place was abandoned. Probably had been for over a hundred years.

‘Shit,’ Ethan said. ‘You’ve got to be … This place is a ghost town.’

Another rush of frigid air gusted over us and I shivered, feeling the cold sink deeper into my body. I needed to get warm soon; we both did.

‘I can’t go any further. We need to get under cover,’ I said.

Ethan took one look at me and nodded. I could tell he was reluctant to give up on finding civilisation. He was so determined he’d probably have hiked all night if my ankle wasn’t hurt. That sheer force of will was the reason we had a livelihood. He’d thrown everything into starting our record shop and repair business. We’d started out on a market stall right after uni, but now had a proper shopfront. I only wished either of us could fix a car like we could a turntable. 

‘Over here,’ Ethan said, guiding me towards the first cabin in the row. Unlike the one next to it, it looked intact and stable. At least the roof was still on. He left me leaning on the porch rail whilst he prised the door open, hanging his full weight on the handle. It was thick wood, swollen with damp. When it gave in and flew open a smell of decay wafted out. From inside came a skittering sound which I hoped was just dry leaves caught in the sudden draught. I could not handle rats right now on top of everything else.

Ethan shone the torch around. I’d expected the little cabin to be mostly empty but it looked as though it had been completely stripped. Not even a broken chair or discarded book remained. Whoever had last occupied the place had taken everything with them. The floor was covered in dried pine needles, leaves and dust. One window was an empty hole, the shutters either fallen off entirely or hanging on broken hinges. The window on the other side was tightly shuttered. Opposite the door was a fireplace with a tiny, very rusted grate. 

‘Cosy,’ I muttered, trying to make a joke, but it came out flat. Ethan just glared around the cabin as if it, over everything else, was the worst part of this whole ordeal. 

I took a step inside and realised that under the debris on the floor there was some kind of matting that caught the tread of my shoe, too thin to be called a rug. More like rotten fibres pasted down with dirt. It slightly muffled the sounds of my movements as I hopped in and leant against the wall. 

‘We need some wood to get a fire going,’ Ethan said. ‘My lighter’s in your bag, right?’

‘Yup, first time I’m glad you smoke,’ I said, trying, with slightly more success this time, to lighten the tense atmosphere. 

Ethan snorted, then pulled an apologetic face. ‘I’m going to have to take the torch with me. You OK being in the dark?’

‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘I’ll try and get something going with what’s blown in.’

‘All right, I’m just going to the other cabins to look for planks or something we can use. I’ll try and get that window covered too. Keep the heat in. Just sit tight and take some painkillers for your ankle.’ Then he ducked out, taking the only light with him.

Gingerly, I used my injured foot to push some of the debris aside then lowered myself until I could drop into the clear patch. Manoeuvring into a sitting position hurt a bit but being off my feet was worth it. Inwardly praying that I wouldn’t suddenly touch anything alive, I scooped leaves and pine needles into the grate and felt around in my bag for the lighter. I was never going to give Ethan shit about being a smoker again, that was for sure. 

It took a bit of shuffling around and I burned my fingers twice, but eventually I got a tiny, if very smoky, fire going. Lighting illicit bonfires in the woods to drink around had finally paid off. It was mostly leaves, plus some sticks off the floor, but it gave a bit of light. I slowly fed needles and some receipts from my bag into it whilst I waited for Ethan to come back. He’d been gone quite a while and I couldn’t hear him anymore. I told myself that if he’d been attacked by something I’d have heard him shout. Or scream.

Trying to stay calm I opened my water bottle and took two ibuprofen for the swelling in my ankle and some paracetamol for the pain. Aside from my water bottle of iced tea there was Ethan’s can of energy drink and the snacks we’d bought for the journey. Sandwiches, crisps, chocolate bars and the waffles from the plane. I’d over-purchased, which was fortunate. At least we’d have fuel to keep our bodies warm for the night. 

Still no Ethan. I checked my mobile again. He had his with him. Still no 4G and no signal either. My battery was also at less than half because I’d fallen asleep and not charged it in the car. Great. I wasn’t about to waste it by using the torch. 

A sudden noise behind me had me jerking around. 

‘It’s me,’ Ethan called from outside, banging around trying to get the shutters closed. ‘Hold on.’

After a moment he came in with an armful of wood. Some bits of plank and a few bits of log with moss and lichen on them. 

‘There was more but I didn’t want to take even longer. Should be enough to keep us warm tonight. Oh good, you got a fire going already.’ He fed a few bits of damp wood into the fire and it spat, smoking a lot more. Together we watched, hoping for it to catch. When the flames grew higher they swayed with our collective sigh of relief. 

Ethan peeled off his wet gloves and warmed his hands. ‘Any chance of a sarnie?’

‘Beef and horseradish or ham and cheese?’ 

‘Half each?’

We divided them up and ate quickly. The sandwiches were practically frozen from being in my bag and didn’t do much to lift the chill in my belly. Still, at least we wouldn’t go hungry. I could tell Ethan was still just as worried as I was, because he didn’t make his usual crack about me being happy to eat from packages, yet not drink from bottles. He only munched in silence, glaring into the fire, deep in thought. 

I thought of Jess and the welcome dinner which would be nearly over by now. What was she thinking just now? Perhaps she was trying to phone me. Maybe she’d even realised something was off and had some people out looking? I wanted to believe it but the fact was that she probably just thought I was late, as usual. Late to the flight, maybe even missed it. When her calls didn’t go through she might put it down to us still being in the air. God, I was going to owe her such an apology when we finally got to the resort. OK, so none of this was strictly my fault, but it felt like it was. I’d just wanted to do this one thing right. Now it was all ruined. 

‘Hey,’ Ethan said, breaking my anxious train of thought. ‘Jess won’t care about this once she knows what happened. It’ll make for a great story to tell at the reception.’

‘I don’t want a great story – I want her to have a perfect wedding. This is just going to put me in the spotlight – “Everyone, look at Jess’s mess of a sister, arriving late with this crazy story.” This is her day, it shouldn’t be about me. Like everything else has always been about me.’

‘All right, so tomorrow we find some help, get a lift to the resort and just play it cool. We got delayed, we’re here now and everything will go as planned.’ 

‘Promise?’ 

‘I promise,’ Ethan said, putting his arm around me. ‘Tomorrow everything will look different and tonight will seem like a bad dream.’ 

I sighed but I knew he was right. Kind of. Usually Ethan knew exactly what to say but this time he had no way of knowing the way Jess and I had left things when we saw one another last. Still, that was behind us now. Almost. I just had to make sure nothing else happened to ruin her wedding. 

With the fire crackling beside us, we bedded down on the hard floor to try and get some sleep. Despite the long nap I’d taken in the car I felt exhausted. My ankle was throbbing and I could barely keep my eyes open. Normally I couldn’t sleep without turning over about five times and could always feel the slightest lump in a hotel bed. But hiking through the night with frayed nerves was singularly draining. I fell asleep so fast that damp cabin floor might as well have been a memory foam mattress. 

The last thing I felt was Ethan putting his arm around my waist and resting his head against my shoulder. I remember thanking God he was there with me, keeping me calm on the worst night of my life. I couldn’t imagine going through the past twelve hours without him. 



   

Chapter 4

‘Mummy!’

I heard Jess screaming and Mum’s answering shout. It had all happened so fast. A second ago I was high up in the old apple tree, shaking the branches to make the best apples fall. I could feel one under my back, round and hard. They made a great sound when they hit the grass. I didn’t make that sound. 

Mum appeared next to me, looking down. My head hurt and one of my legs was burning. I must have scraped it on the hard grey bark. My fingers still ached from gripping it tightly. 

‘What happened?’ Mum asked, poking me all over. ‘I told you to watch her, Jessica. You know you’re not meant to climb the tree – it’s dangerous.’

‘I did watch her!’ Jess insisted. ‘She said she was going in to get some squash while I got the swing ball out of the shed.’

‘It doesn’t look like anything’s broken,’ Mum said. ‘But go and get your dad so he can take her to the hospital. She might have a concussion.’

I heard Jess’s jelly sandals squeaking as she ran up to the house. 

‘Millie, you know that old tree is dangerous. A whole branch fell off last year. Didn’t Jess tell you not to climb on it?’ Mum asked me, smoothing my hair off my face. 

‘She …’ I stopped, thinking of my new bike in the garage. I’d only had it for two days. Would they take it away if they found out I’d changed my mind about the squash and wanted an apple instead? That I’d seen Jess in the shed and realised that if I got up the tree quick enough she wouldn’t catch me?

‘Yes?’ Mum prompted.

‘She told me to,’ I said. ‘Jess told me I could climb the tree.’

Mum huffed, shaking her head. I felt my tummy flip over. Now she was mad with Jess. But I’d only wanted her to not be mad at me. 

Dad and Jess came back, Dad with the first-aid book and a torch, which he shone in my eyes. Whilst he did that I saw Mum grab Jess’s arm and pull her aside, wagging a finger in her face.

Jess’s eyes met mine, teary and confused. I looked into the torch beam. 

They took me to hospital to get looked at, then got me a Happy Meal on the way home. I asked if we could get an extra toy for Jess, because it was Beanie Baby week. Mum said I was a thoughtful sister and the lady at the counter gave me an extra toy. 

At home, Jess was in our room when I brought the beanie lobster to her. I crawled it across the pillow and tapped her nose with its claws. Her eyes were red and all her beanies were in a heap on the floor where she’d thrown them. 

‘Here, his name’s Pinchy,’ I said. ‘He’s a twin.’

Jess sniffed, but took the lobster and made it crawl over my arm and up my neck, which tickled. Then she got the old fish tank out to make Pinchy and Snapper a house. Outside I could hear Dad sawing the bottom branches off the apple tree. I felt bad, because now Jess and I couldn’t play house under them. But at least everything else was back to normal.
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