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“In Amy Jane Stewart’s Hex House the line between saviour and sinner is horribly thin. A rich seam of rage sings through the bones of this novel. Hex House is a need answered. A home. A sanctuary. A horror. But also a kind of hope for the broken. Highly recommended.”

A. G. SLATTER, award-winning author of The Cold House

“Hex House is a foundational text imbued with blood and absolute beauty. Amy Jane Stewart has flung the doors of the haunted house novel wide open and filled its rooms with fresh feminist folk horror, positively positioning herself as a cornerstone to the next generation of the genre. I want to live in her books.”

CLAY MCLEOD CHAPMAN, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

“Filled with complex, intriguing characters, Hex House is a genuinely frightening novel which twists around you as you read to deny easy, empty redemption. I loved it.”

RYM KECHACHA, author of The Apple and the Pearl

“Hex House is a dreamy modern-day fairy tale, suffused with magic, mystery, and a simmering darkness lurking just beneath the surface. As with all fairy tales, there is a lesson to be learned from its telling: a warning for all those who abuse power to harm the vulnerable. By turns joyful and horrifying, tender and savage, Hex House lets the monsters out to take their pound of flesh – catharsis has never tasted so sweet.”

M. K. HARDY, author of The Needfire

“There’s a house in the woods where the lost girls go, more Suspiria than cosy fairytale: Hex House is a gloriously violent, candid, propulsive take on female anger and revenge. I tore through it.”

ALLY WILKES, Bram Stoker award®-nominated author of All the White Spaces

“A dread-filled fable of withered, broken spirits and of the rot, ruin that inevitably traps them. This haunting, deeply unsettling novel possesses all the eeriness and elegance of similar Gothic-tinged work (with some unpleasant ick factor) penned by Julia Armfield, Priya Sharma or T. Kingfisher. A stunning and remarkably compelling debut.”

ERIC LAROCCA, author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

“Powerful, moving and wonderfully feminist, Hex House had me gripped from the outset. The characters and setting are so vivid that I literally lived and breathed this world as I flew to a twisted place where dark secrets held me captive. The concept is so original and so well executed that this really was a vicarious reading experience from start to finish.”

HEATHER DAVEY, author of The Ghosts of Merry Hall
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Barnes & Noble,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.
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Not knowing when the Dawn will come,
I open every Door,
Or has it Feathers, like a Bird,
Or Billows, like a Shore—

EMILY DICKINSON, Not knowing
when the Dawn will come








for my family








Come and find me where the
world ends and the wild starts.

Find me at the full stop of
everything you thought you knew.

Find me when you’re tired and hurt
and wrong and ashamed, and nowhere
will have you, nowhere but here.

Find me. Come inside.
Rest your head now, angel.









PROLOGUE

[image: ]Okay, we’re ready,” he tells her, looking up from the camera. He’s more nervous than she’s seen him before – jittery, unpredictable. He won’t meet her eye. “Is there anything in particular you’d like to share? Or shall we just start the interview and see how we go?”

She bites the inside of her lip. She hadn’t really thought this through, hadn’t thought beyond the fact of this man and his camera on one side of a room, her on the other. “I don’t know if I can talk about…” She hesitates, staring down at her hands. “I don’t know if I can talk about her.”

“That’s okay,” he says. “We’ll go slowly.” He clicks a few buttons on the camera and gives her a nod. There’s a short beeping sound and the light directly above the lens glows red. She feels it immediately: that sensation of a thousand eyes all over her body, eyes from the future, eyes that know what happens tomorrow and the day after and the day after that. It makes her pulse buzz, but she can’t tell whether it’s with excitement or dread.

“Okay, Elly,” he says. He sounds unsure, though he’s smiling. “Let’s talk a bit about what brought you here, to the house.”
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THEN

Elly is running. She can’t remember the last time she ran like this, the way you run in a nightmare: blindly, furiously, both away and towards. The baby squirms inside her but she can’t stop now. What is she running from? The images are there behind her eyelids when she blinks: a bone-white dress, Ethan’s hand gripping her wrist, her mum sitting in the pews, smiling a little too widely.

The night air is cold as old stone. This morning already feels like another life. The wedding had taken place in a church with a looming bell tower and toppled gravestones across the lawn. Elly’s mum had requested that: the village church, where all the women in her family had been christened, got married, eventually been laid to rest – the place where their lives had been punctuated with import. It’s what your dad would have wanted, she’d said the day before the wedding, drinking white wine in the kitchen, if he were still here.

If Elly’s dad were still here, he might have been the one to notice, the one to pull her aside and say, You seem a little quiet, pet, has something happened? Are you sure this is what you want? He had met Ethan properly only once: the first time Elly brought him home for dinner. Her dad was already ill by that point, but not yet ill enough for the hospital. She remem bered that they’d eaten spaghetti carbonara and homemade garlic bread. Ethan had made clever jokes about the stock market and complimented their buddleias. Afterwards, feeling giddy, Elly asked her parents what they thought of Ethan. Her mum said, He’s so well spoken. Her dad said, His shoes are very shiny.

Elly’s mum walked her down the aisle, and with every step Elly tried to ignore the feeling in the bottom of her stomach, like a burnt piece of paper curling. When her mum kissed her on the cheek and handed her over to Ethan, resplendent in his charcoal suit, eyes glittering like dark stones, he held her so tightly it was as though he knew she was a hair away from running.

Well, she’s running now. Now, when it’s too late. The muscles in her thighs feel like liquid, but she presses on.

Elly can’t remember much else of the ceremony, only that saying I do into the silence of the church had felt both as natural as opening a door and as final as pulling a trigger. The way he’d smiled at her – like she’d finally done something right – made her pulse hop, like a spring hare trapped under her skin.

They held the reception at the village hall. It smelled like old trainers and wood polish. Ethan had scoffed when she first suggested it, had wanted some fancy bar in Edinburgh, but Elly couldn’t let it go. She needed the reception to be somewhere her dad had been before, somewhere he was familiar with. That felt important. Ethan shrugged and acquiesced when she told him that, and she was relieved not to have to push the matter further. Elly’s mum had made the red-and-white gingham bunting, had spent many nights swearing at the sewing machine, trying to get the stitches perfect. Everything had to be symmetrical, neat, tied up in a bow. When she and Ethan walked in as a newly married couple, people threw confetti at them and thrust phones into their faces for pictures. Smile, Ethan said in her ear, squeezing her hand so that the bones rubbed together. Come on. It’s our wedding day.

They ate ham hock terrine slathered with piccalilli, poached salmon dressed in lemon and dill and sitting on top of buttery new potatoes, a lemon meringue tart and ice cream to finish. Suzanne had made the tarts for her at the bakery. Elly had asked for them specifically, because they were her dad’s favourite, because the decision on dessert was something she could control. At the reception, she took bite after bite, tasting nothing. Ethan’s arm was a familiar weight around her shoulders, and she met his every smile with one of her own. Steady on, he said as she chewed on flaky pastry, there’s eating for two, then there’s just being greedy. Elly put down her fork.

During the disco, her cousin’s kids stalked around the cake table, stealing strips of icing, using their tiny white shirts as napkins. Suzanne passed her a wrapped, bottle-shaped gift. Elly said, Is it a can-opener, and Suzanne laughed, pulling her into a perfumey hug. They used to spend every day together at the bakery but had barely seen each other since Elly left. Help me, she wanted to whisper into her friend’s ear, I don’t know if I’ve done the right thing, but Suzanne pulled away. Her mum danced to ABBA with a vigour Elly hadn’t seen in years, not since her dad died, maybe even before that, swaying with her Aunt Judith and singing the lyrics to ‘Dancing Queen’. When she came over to Elly’s table afterwards, her skin was flushed pink and slightly damp. She reached over and kissed Ethan first, clasping his hands in both of hers. Her eyes were shiny.

I’m just so pleased you’re going to take care of her now.

Ethan smiled. To Elly, she said, I’m so proud of you.

She beamed so bright, her happiness blinding as a lens flare. To stop herself from crying, Elly thought about her dad’s hands – large and wrinkled and caked with dried clay from his pottery wheel. She opened her mouth and thought about all the things she wanted to say.

I’m sorry I’m so sorry but I honestly don’t think I can do this I know how much this means to you after Dad and you think Ethan’s funny and charming and clever and yes he is all those things and I love him but I don’t understand him and sometimes I think he does things just to hurt me and I’m worried it’s going to get worse and at the altar he held my hands too tight and I know it sounds silly and I know I really ought to be happier but—

Instead, she smiled and said, I’ll be okay now, Mum. You don’t have to worry about me anymore.

Elly stops in the woods to catch her breath, one hand on her stomach. The baby is still. Everything has started to look the same in this light. All around her, the night is the colour of bled ink and smoke. She keeps moving. She just has to keep moving.

As the reception wore on, she’d found herself not wanting to leave, to stay with family, in safe company. Most of the guests were hers. Elly looked around at her friends and tried to remember when she’d last spent proper time with any of them, the last time Ethan hadn’t given her some reason why she shouldn’t. They smiled at her from across the village hall, far enough away that they wouldn’t be able to hear her if she said something. Their politeness was unbearable – the way they’d dressed up nicely, said congratulations, and were waiting until it was an acceptable time to leave. Smiling back at them felt like standing in a dark room, grasping towards the light. She willed them to notice, to see her, to take her into the corner and say the right combination of words that would have made it all right for her to confess how she was feeling, but what would those words even have been? She was marooned in a place beyond language now, a place she could no longer be reached.

It was difficult to breathe suddenly, difficult to swallow. Elly stood up without knowing where she was going, only that she needed to be away from the loud music and the dancing bodies, from the smiles that kept flashing up in front of her, belonging to people who seemed to expect one in return. She found herself in the toilets, which were quiet, cool and empty. Bracing a hand on either side of the sink, she studied her reflection in the mirror and tried to see a bride on her wedding day. All the pieces were there, but they seemed to add up to a different whole. Her white dress and veil felt sterile and seeped of colour; the blush on her cheeks made them look freshly slapped rather than rosy. Her face didn’t look like her own. How had she let it come to this? It had all seemed so inevitable – events rolling on with a fierce momentum towards a foregone conclusion – that she sometimes thought she couldn’t have stopped it at all. But that was just an excuse, she knew. That was just her being weak. Elly started to cry, wondering if she needed saving, wondering if it was too late for that now.

The door to the toilets opened and a woman in an orange dress entered. Elly straightened, wiping her face. The woman didn’t go into a cubicle but instead approached the sinks and started running the tap, her long fingers flexing and curling under the water. Elly sniffed in a way she hoped was discreet, rubbing at a smudge of mascara on her cheek and watching the woman from the corner of her eye. Could she tell that Elly had been crying? The thought of it getting back to Ethan made her breathing quicken. Whenever she’d cried in front of him, he’d always comforted her, but she’d sensed a flicker of something else behind his concern. She wished it was as simple as irritation or impatience, embarrassment even. But there was a tightness in his jaw, a heavy-liddedness to his gaze, which made it feel more like a thirst he didn’t know what to do with. Like he wanted to hold her in his palms and close his fingers around her.

As Elly watched the woman in the mirror, she realised she didn’t recognise her. She couldn’t remember seeing her during either the ceremony or reception, and yet there was something familiar about her face, something she couldn’t place. Perhaps she was a relative of Ethan’s, someone she’d once seen in the background of a photograph. The woman met Elly’s eye in the mirror, and her expression was so careful and serious that it made the hairs on Elly’s forearms prickle. She had dark skin that looked weathered, lived-in, yet smooth. Her black hair was cropped in a nest close to her head, the curls shining like the surface of a pond at night. The woman kept on looking at Elly for longer than was polite, eyes moving from her tear-stained face to her wrists, where the sleeves had ridden up to expose a newly forming bracelet of bruises. Elly looked down at them, too, thinking about the altar and the strength in Ethan’s fingers as they’d pressed into her skin, then shoved her sleeves back down. She thought about making some kind of excuse for it all, but the frankness of the woman’s gaze stopped her. She sees me, Elly thought, with a sudden clarity and something close to relief. Maybe she sees all of it. Maybe I don’t have to explain.

“You probably feel like it’s too late now,” was the first thing the woman said. Her voice echoed off the bathroom tiles. It had a soft, melodic quality, like the call of a bird heard in the seconds before sleep. “But it isn’t.”

Elly wiped her nose, suddenly aware of how pathetic she must look, eyes bleary and mascara smeared. “Sorry, what was your name?” she asked, still facing the mirror. “Today has been a bit of a whirlwind.”

“You’re frightened of that man,” the woman said, ignoring Elly’s question, nodding towards the bathroom door. The sounds of the wedding reached them from underneath it, persistent as smoke: the thumping bass of a pop song, the delighted shriek of a running child. “You’re frightened of the man you just married. I think you’re right to be.”

Elly’s pulse fluttered, a startled creature, her eyes flickering down to her wedding ring. It was shiny and tight around her finger. “I’m married,” she said simply. It felt like the only thing that mattered. The weight of those two words pressed down on her shoulders like a pair of hands, keeping her rooted to the spot. “I… I don’t really know what you mean. Why would I be frightened of Ethan? Everything’s fine.”

The woman inhaled, the lines around her eyes deepening. She looked to be around Elly’s mum’s age, maybe older. “Maybe everything is fine. Maybe it isn’t.” One of her hands found the small of Elly’s back, pressing gently. She lowered her voice to a whisper, leaned in close. “Do you want to wait and find out?”

Elly stiffened. The woman’s hand felt cold even through her dress. She flinched away from the touch, realising, suddenly and intensely, how strange the situation was. The thought of this woman knowing the truth about Ethan made her want to protect him, to divert the conversation in another direction. Turning, she asked, “Who did you say you were again?”

The woman smiled, but there was no warmth to it, just a tired kind of knowing. “Only a messenger.”

“A messenger,” Elly repeated.

“I know somewhere. Somewhere you could go.”

Elly felt it straight away: an electricity in the room, the fizzing current of something changing and rewiring. Possibilities emerging. “What?” She still felt defensive, but her voice came out as a squeak.

The woman glanced to the bathroom door then back again. “Have you ever heard of Hex House?”

The tiny hope that had bloomed in Elly’s stomach withered. Hex House. It was a thing of teenage Ouija board sessions, of whispered stories around campfires, of truth and dare. I dare you to find Hex House and come back with your head still attached. She and Suzanne had gotten lost in the woods more than once trying to find it as children. When was the first time she’d heard the story of that old house, supposedly hidden somewhere amongst the trees, home only to mad women and monsters? She couldn’t remember, it had just always been there, tucked away in her mind next to werewolves and witches. A local legend in a place where nothing really happens, that’s all Hex House was. It wasn’t real. This woman was talking about a myth and offering it as a solution.

Elly started to laugh, but the woman’s face remained still, impassive. “It’s just a story,” Elly said. “No one’s ever actually been there.”

A beat of silence. “I have,” the woman said, and her voice was trembling, spilling over with so much unsaid meaning that it made coldness creep across Elly’s scalp. She searched the woman’s expression for any trace of humour or deceit, but found none. Was she insane? The baby wriggled in Elly’s stomach, jabbing an elbow into the space between her ribs and making her wince, as if warning her to move. Elly swallowed thickly. She needed to go and sit down, to rejoin the party before she was missed, but she couldn’t seem to get her legs to obey her.

“The house saved my life,” the woman was saying. “It’s saved many lives, too many to count, so now I spend my time looking for other women who might need it. I’ve been keeping an eye on you for… quite a while.”

Elly shifted on her feet, feeling as though she’d been set a test that she was rapidly failing. Something about the woman’s intensity, the way her eyes shifted quickly from left to right, made Elly question how stable she was. Perhaps there was something seriously wrong with her – maybe she needed help. That thought made Elly feel cornered. It made her want to run. “I need to get back to my wedding,” she said. “And I think maybe you should leave.”

“Listen to me,” the woman said, her voice deeper now. “You can only find Hex House if you need it. That’s why no one knows where it is. Why no one believes it’s real.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I can’t explain it all to you now, Elly.” With a shiver Elly thought, She knows my name. “But if you look for it, I promise you’ll find it. You’ll be safe. She’ll protect you.” The woman swallowed and Elly watched the muscles in her throat contract, relax. Something about that movement was too fluid. It didn’t look quite right. “He will never find you there.”

“But he’s my husband,” said Elly.

The woman clicked her tongue, a slight shudder rippling through her body. It reminded Elly of something wet shaking out its feathers. The woman might have said something else, but at that second the door to the toilets opened, making them both spin around. One of Elly’s little cousins came stumbling in with cake smeared around her face. “I feel sick,” she proclaimed, and disappeared into one of the cubicles.

The woman turned back to Elly, a hotness to her now, an urgency. “It’s the woods you need.” Her voice was almost a hiss. “Just keep going and don’t stop. The house will find you.”

She gave Elly’s arm a final squeeze and then left, leaving Elly standing alone and shivering, listening to the sound of retching from the toilet cubicle.

*   *   *

Later, Elly and Ethan departed for the cottage he’d rented for the occasion, on the outskirts of the village. He carried her over the threshold, performing the ritual with a tight-lipped glee. The cottage itself was small, brickwork dripping with light from candle sconces. The fireplace was stacked with fresh wood. Ethan would start a fire and soon things would start burning, moving onwards with uncontrollable momentum. Elly was still in her long, white dress and she ran her fingers over the fine lace at her wrists. At the altar, Ethan had pressed that lace so hard that it made a net of her skin. That grip had felt like a warning, a claiming.

It’s the woods you need.

Just keep going and don’t stop.

Elly had looked for the woman for the rest of the reception but couldn’t find her. When she asked Suzanne if she’d seen a woman in an orange dress, she’d shaken her head. And then it had been time to leave.

To distract herself, Elly clicked on the old Roberts radio. It started playing Eva Cassidy’s ‘Fields of Gold’, one of her dad’s favourites, a song she’d listened to on repeat in the long months after he died. The sound was quiet and tinny but it was still enough to make her eyes burn, until Ethan reappeared behind her and clicked off the radio.

“Do we really need to listen to that tonight? It’s so depressing.”

Was that the moment she decided? Elly considers it now as she reaches a wide clearing in the woods, cold air harsh in her lungs. Was that the loose brick that brought the whole house toppling down?

“But I love that song,” she’d said. “You know I love that song.” Maybe Ethan didn’t like the way she said it, because he gripped the tops of both her arms and pushed her down so that she was forced to sit on the bed. She blinked up at him. “Stay,” he whispered, with a wilting kind of smile. This was a game he liked to play, as though it were fun for them both. He kissed her in the place where her forehead met her nose. “God, I love you so much.”

He went to bring in their cases and Elly sat in the silence, picking at her hem, which had started to fray. She’d still been hopeful when she’d picked this dress. It had reminded her of the sepia photo of her parents on their own wedding day, beaming in the same church doorway, squinting into the sun. Her mum had worn a similar style: high-necked, demure, traditional. In the photo, her father held her mother’s arm like she was a prize he couldn’t believe he’d just won.

Elly shifted on the thick floral bedspread. She was a married woman now. Married. He’s my husband, she’d told the woman in the bathroom, and it had felt like the truest thing in the world, and the most inescapable. Of course Ethan was her husband. From the first day, standing in the bakery and looking at his hair dusted with snow, he was always going to be – if only because he’d decided, and because Ethan was very good at following through on things he’d decided. The cottage seemed to grow smaller around her, candles burning low. Resting her hand on the swell of her stomach, Elly could almost convince herself that this really was the best thing for everyone, and that the meeting with the woman in the bathroom had never happened. She and Ethan were a solid unit now; they shared a last name. Being married was an invisible act of binding that would make them new. It would strip away all their stains and make her worthy. It would make him love her better. It had to.

Elly turned to the window. The world outside was soaked in twilight, but she still knew it by heart. She’d been living with Ethan in Edinburgh for the last six months, and coming back home for the wedding, nostalgia had settled on her like a coat of dust. The village’s quaint houses and fallow fields were as familiar as the landscape of her own body. Its quiet streets were peppered with significance: the wooden bench on the Green where she and Suzanne drank smuggled vodka from a thermos as teenagers, the little bakery on the high street where she’d worked since she was sixteen. To the north were the woods, then the hills: silent monoliths standing in the background of her every memory.

Ethan returned with the bags. The cottage walls felt thick and too close. Elly’s mum would be at home now, tucked up in bed, falling asleep soundly in the belief that her only child was happily married. It seemed impossible that Elly could be just a stone’s throw from her, and yet still feel this loneliness that seemed too big to hold inside her body. Suzanne and the others might have gotten a taxi into Edinburgh, to a bar with 2-4-1 cocktails. Maybe they would toast Elly and talk about how much they missed her, how they hoped they’d find partners as witty and charismatic as Ethan one day. Elly reached for her clutch bag and pulled out her phone but couldn’t think of one person to call. It’s your wedding night, she imagined whoever picked up saying, why on earth are you calling me? She wouldn’t have an answer. She could never find the words.

“Isn’t this nice?” Ethan said, sitting beside her on the bed. “Just us, finally?”

Elly leaned her head on his shoulder, tried to make herself relax. His smell was so familiar. This is nice, she told herself. This is nice.

“You looked so beautiful today,” he said, kissing the top of her head. He murmured the words into her hair. “You’ve never looked so lovely.”

She let herself melt into him, closing her eyes. Had she really felt afraid of him, just a few minutes ago? Had she really cried in the bathroom at her own wedding? It was dizzying, sometimes, how quickly things could seem one way, and then shift to become something else entirely, like the turning of a kaleidoscope. Her dress was starting to itch against her skin, the material straining uncomfortably across her belly.

“I’ll go and get changed,” Elly said. She made to stand up, but Ethan’s hand clasped at her wrist, an anchor snagging her in the rocks, bringing her back down.

“Didn’t I tell you to stay?”

A quick, cold feeling – everywhere, like an ice sheet forming across the skin.

“It’s just a bit tight.”

“But I want to look at you wearing it a while longer,” he said. “So you can wait.”

Another turn of the kaleidoscope, a new reality grinding into shape.

He hadn’t always been like this. And this wasn’t what he was always like. This was just a facet, a layer – but it was a layer that seemed to find the sunlight more and more.

Elly sensed Ethan’s hands move. She was always hyper-aware of his movements in these moments, the rest of the world dulled and only him turned up in intensity. He raised his left hand to her mouth, his thumb on one side of her jaw and his fingers on the other. She thought he might caress her. Instead, he squeezed, pressing her cheeks into her teeth and forcing her lips open. His right hand found the back of her head, lacing through the hair and gripping it so that he could tilt her head back. Elly watched him with wide eyes, wishing she knew what any of this meant, wishing she was the kind of person who wouldn’t accept it, that she was the kind of person he would never even think of doing this to.

Ethan got to his feet, bringing her up with him. Not forcefully, but without compromise. He walked into her, so that she had to step clumsily backwards. Her back found the stone wall. Still squeezing her face, he kissed her hard on the mouth. “I’ve wanted to do this all day,” he said when he pulled away. “It’s all I’ve thought about.”

Elly forced her body to relax into his. She’d read in a women’s magazine once that the key to enjoying intimacy was just to tell yourself you’re enjoying it, even if you’re not. The brain can trick the body into all sorts of things. But his chest was too heavy and his mouth was too warm and all she could think about was him saying, Stay, stay, and how she’d just submitted, like a puppet. What would her mum have said in that situation? Suzanne, or even the woman in the bathroom? It was mortifying to see herself through their eyes, pitiful and compliant.

With a light touch on his chest, Elly pushed Ethan away. “I want to go and get changed,” she said, with more conviction than she felt. “I don’t want to wear this dress anymore.”

She saw straight away what those words did to him, how they pulled his brows down and made his eyes darker. He looked at her for a long moment and Elly wished she could snatch the words back into her mouth. She already knew that they wouldn’t be worth whatever came next.

It happened quickly – the hand snaking around her throat, applying pressure. In one fluid movement, Ethan pulled her towards him then slammed the weight of her body backwards, so that her head snapped hard against the stone wall.

That sound. Dull, like distant thunder.

Elly’s vision fractured, as if it had never been made of anything more than glass. A high-pitched ringing exploded in her ears.

He hurt me, she thought, stumbling to one side. That thought was the one bright spot in a world that had become dark. He’s never actually hurt me before. Not like this. She was aware of some boundary having been crossed, some invisible but unignorable pact having now been signed. Ethan seemed to know it, too. He pulled away from her, as if her skin burned him.

“Oh god,” he whispered, not looking at her face, but at her stomach and then the wall behind her head. “Oh god, Elly. I didn’t mean to.”

She put her hand to the back of her head, and it came away wet.

Ethan disappeared into the bathroom, locking the door. Elly stayed where she was, holding her stomach, getting smears of blood on her white dress. The sound of a tap running came from the bathroom, filling the small cottage. She felt as though she were underwater, swimming desperately upwards on the last of her breath. Upwards, towards the light.

Slowly, she smoothed down her dress, breathed in.

Later, Elly will wonder where the courage came from. She will wonder about the nature of conviction, the tangibility of it, how it fits inside the skeleton, hiding under muscle, dormant until it’s needed.

She slipped her feet back into her satin shoes. She opened the front door and thanked it for not creaking. The air met her with a cool kiss, creeping under her dress, pulling up goosebumps. Stepping out of the cottage, she left the door wide open behind her, not wanting him to hear her close it. She walked down the quiet lane and didn’t turn back. The lane snaked through a park and then past a row of houses, their dark windows like watching eyes, before bringing her back into the heart of the village and onto the high street. Elly walked with her head down beneath the glow of familiar streetlights, heels clicking on the pavement. Past the village hall, the pharmacy where she used to pick up her dad’s prescriptions, the bakery where Suzanne would be in just a few short hours to start the ovens, creating a flash of fire and warmth in the loneliness of the early morning. The streets seemed to recognise her, carrying her quickly, kindly, silently. The back of her head throbbed. She placed her hands on her stomach to stop them from shaking and kept walking. Down the street, past the church where she’d been married just this morning. Onto the path leading into the woods.

The house will find you.

Her thoughts chased each other around her head. What on earth was she doing? Why was she out here in the cold and dark? Was she mad?

She ignored them all and kept walking.

Elly had spent plenty of time in the tangle of woodland that edged the village, but she knew that the woods themselves went on for miles, an unknowable, sprawling mass on the map. How long would she need to walk? Walk where? She didn’t dare answer that question. Elly wished she could have someone to spill it all into. She wished they’d understand her, believe her, without words.

She could go to her mum’s. Or Suzanne’s, just round the corner. But she couldn’t face their questions or opinions, their concerned expressions and soft words. She briefly considered a pub a few towns over, where no one would know her. They’d still be open. She could drink something fizzy and a stranger with a kind face might say something like, You look lost, are you alright? But she couldn’t do that in a wedding dress with bloody fingerprints on the bodice.

The hills rose up on her left, three of them in a row like a trio of sisters with their heads together, their unseen eyes watching her in the dark. She’d grown up in their shadow, had known their moss-slicked and rock-scarred faces since she was a little girl. She used to play hide and seek here with Suzanne, breath short in her throat, like something far worse than her friend were chasing her. All those bored afternoons, giggling about Hex House and mad witches in the windows, all the while believing there was nothing there to find. Elly felt it again, that awful tightening behind the knees, the prickling of the scalp – and stopped to look around. But there was nothing there but the night-time world, barely disturbed by her presence. Ahead, the trees grew thick and wild in the foothills, creating a long throat into the blackness, carving out places to hide. Elly didn’t give herself time to think. She let the woods swallow her up, and then she started to run.

*   *   *

It’s only now, after running so far and for so long, lungs throbbing and surrounded by tall birches and beeches, that Elly begins to panic. How did Ethan react when he realised she’d gone? The fear floods in quickly, like the sudden shock of waking up. She can’t understand why she’s out here, when her new husband is at the charming cottage he’s rented for them, worrying about her. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. Of course he hadn’t. He’d looked horrified and guilty and now she’ll have made him feel even worse. Running away – it’s what children do. She’s married now. Married women stay.

The footpath has long since disappeared. Something squelches in Elly’s shoe, and she knows it’s blood. She’s come too far. She’s always lived in the countryside, in the rugged borders between places of note, but only now thinks how there is so much wilderness that she’s never even seen, wilderness that’s always been here while she lived a life of pavements and wine and engines turning over. She starts to hear things: pursuers, things with hunt in their heads.

A woman in the woods alone is never the beginning of a story. It’s usually the end.

Just keep going and don’t stop, the woman had said, but how much further? Elly forces the thought down somewhere deep. Of course, she isn’t really looking for Hex House – that would mean she’s losing her mind, surely. She wonders for the first time whether Ethan has seriously hurt her, if it’s a hospital she really needs. The baby, she thinks. I need to think about the baby. As if in response, there’s a fluttering in her abdomen. She’s still getting used to this, the soft susurration of another body twisting inside her own. Elly tries to steady her breath and keeps walking. After a couple of minutes, she stumbles over a tree root and curses. She’s getting tired, clumsy. The truth is that she doesn’t know where she’s going, only that the things the woman in the bathroom said – You’re fightened of the man you just married. I think you’re right to be – changed something in her. Ethan smashing her head backwards into the cottage wall changed something in her. Now, she doesn’t know how to change back.

The landscape no longer looks familiar. It’s getting colder. This is madness – she should turn around. Maybe it would be fine. She could tell Ethan that she’d needed some air after all the festivities, that was all. She could apologise and hope that he would accept it. She’d make cheese scones for breakfast in the morning, top them with salty slithers of bacon. They’d laugh about this tomorrow, golden butter dripping from their chins.

Elly turns and starts to walk back in the direction she’s come from, but she’s tired, so tired, and eventually she sits down on a patch of moss to rest. The woods seem to hold their breath, waiting to see what she might do next. She twists the wedding ring on her finger but doesn’t take it off. Her dress glows white in the gloom, creating a halo around her. She tries to think of it as a circle of protection, but it feels more like a beacon, making her vulnerable. Palms atop her belly, she wonders if she’s already a bad mother.

Nearby, things rustle and squirm. Raptors, toads, nightjars. The woods are never still. Elly can see her own breath making shapes in the twilight, a secret language. She eases off each heel and abandons them to the undergrowth, imagines them being swallowed up by the soil, then keeps walking.

How long does she walk? An hour, maybe two. She can’t stop thinking about cheese scones, about lemon meringue tarts. Surely, she’ll stumble onto a road soon. She shouldn’t hitchhike but maybe she would, just this once.

But no roads appear. There are only the woods – cold, dark, endless.

Just as she starts to feel desperate – really, truly, desperate – Elly becomes aware of a different sound, like air being sucked out of the hills. It’s all around her, inside her. Her heart beats hard in her chest, as though it’s trying to escape her body. Then, a soft tinkling noise, like silver bells beckoning, and something moving in the canopy overhead. She staggers backwards, breathless, her hands on her stomach.

When the tree falls it is sudden, but also slow – graceful, like a woman fainting. Breath hot in her throat, Elly watches it settle into the ground, its new resting place, gently rocking. Her eyes are drawn to what’s behind it, to something that wasn’t there before.

There’s a house.

It’s very large, and very old, its grand style somewhere between a farmhouse and a country manor. It’s surrounded by lush gardens of roses and wildflowers. Purple wisteria grows up its honey-stone walls, crowding around the leaded windows as if trying to find a way inside. The house has an irregular shape, the building folding and protruding like complicated origami, pocked with little terraces and clusters of chimney pots. It has a pointed gabled roof, and the front door is wide open, leaking light all over the path. It is incredible. It is impossible.

Elly watches and waits, shivering, her arms still wrapped around her belly. She has the curious feeling she’s being watched. She waits until a woman appears, as Elly had somehow known she would. The woman smiles and raises a hand.

“Would you like to come inside?” she asks.
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NOW

Siobhan sits alone, drenched in the dark of the cinema. This darkness is a safe smother, its fullness pierced by the glow of the screen. She can breathe better in here, surrounded by so many warm bodies, than back at the flat where she never allows the bedside lamp to go out. Whatever happens on the cinema screen, the lights will always snap back on. Siobhan finds that more comforting than she should.

She’d slid into a row after her shift on the box office and cheered with everyone else as the velvet drapes drew back, like red lips framing a howling mouth. The Horror Film Festival at the Showroom always draws an eclectic crowd. All around Siobhan are stitched Frankenstein foreheads, vampire teeth shoved up into gums, faces splattered with fake gore. They jeer as terrified final girls run from pursuers and laugh throatily when first blood is spilled.

She scrapes her fingers around the bottom of a popcorn tub swiped from the concession stand, searching out the burnt bits, finding only whole kernels hard enough to crack a tooth. The film is Spanish, surreal, the debut of a young director with a fondness for showing the whites of eyes in close-up. The camera crawls through a Madrid apartment in a heatwave, its sun-bleached walls dripping as though swollen with sweat, balcony doors thrown open to a stifling city at dusk. The protagonist – a young woman with dirty feet and doll-like eyelashes – is safe, for now, having outrun her masked predator through the streets. She sits on the sofa with her knees drawn to her chest, watching the balcony doors. Should she shut them and just suffer the heat? Will he find her here?

There’s a violent burst of strings as a large black bird comes hurtling through the open apartment doors. The woman screams and the cinema screams with her, then guffaws almost confrontationally, fear pulled from underneath them like a rug. Siobhan’s hands are white-knuckled around the popcorn tub. The camera stays zoomed in on the bird, catching frenzied snatches of its beating wings, snapping beak, outstretched claws.

Siobhan closes her eyes. It’ll be over in a minute.

But she can still hear it: the panicked squawking of the bird as it circles the apartment, looking for an exit, the girl’s repeated screams in Spanish: Fuera! Fuera! Siobhan’s palms are clammy and her skin is starting to itch, hot and furious, as if it’s on the brink of rashing. She can still see those wings – veiny and fanned, like lungs turned inside out – on the back of her eyelids. She needs fresh air. She needs to get out.

Siobhan grabs her backpack and stands, knocking her popcorn bucket to the floor, and shimmies past the row of seated knees without apologising. Their owners boo and twist their necks to see around her. Only one looks up as she makes it to the end of the row. Only one watches her with interest as she runs up the central aisle and bursts out of the screen door.

Siobhan takes a lungful of cool air. It’s almost too quiet out here after the boom of the cinema’s surround sound. Both screens are currently mid-movie, so she’s alone in the narrow corridor with its diamond-print carpet and vintage movie posters. She slumps against the wall, looking up at the image of Raquel Welch, perfectly poised beneath a pterodactyl in her scrappy bikini, and takes a bottle of wine from her backpack. The wine is warm, but since when has that stopped her? She drinks half of it in one go like she’s chugging a Diet Coke, suppressing a gag at the vinegary after-bite. The cheapest bottle always feels the best. The taste is like a punishment, the bitter hangover even more so. From inside the screen, there’s a billowing cheer. Siobhan grimaces. Maybe the murderer finally got in.

She’s taking a second swig when the screen door opens and someone comes out. She turns away and waits for them to pass, but they don’t, even though there’s plenty of room.

“Siobhan?” A familiar male voice makes her look back around. “I thought it was you.”

He’s barely changed in the years since she’s last seen him, though he’s perhaps a little greyer at the temples. He’s wearing a shabby but well-fitted black blazer over a Jaws T-shirt, suggestions of tattoos poking out at the wrists, dark jeans and beat-up leather ankle boots. Behind his heavy-rimmed glasses, his pale eyes glitter. He must be in his fifties now but still manages to appear boyish. He looks eager, she thinks. There’s something hungry about him. She’s always thought that.

“Hi,” she says stiffly, then hesitates, unsure what to call him. She settles on, “Professor Jameson,” although she never even called him that during her degree.

“Oh god,” he says, laughing too loudly and brushing the back of his neck with his palm. “No need for any of that nonsense. Besides, you graduated, what – five years ago now? Just call me Owen.”

“Four.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I graduated four years ago.”

“Oh! Okay, right.” His laugh contains many notes, like a radio jingle.

From inside the cinema comes a shrill scream. The audience cheers. She pictures them as a single mouth, wide open and laughing.

Owen looks at the door as though he can see through it, and then says, “You weren’t enjoying the film?” Siobhan shakes her head, and he nods in agreement. “It was a bit derivative, I have to say. I expected a bit more subtlety.” When she doesn’t answer, he changes the subject. “So, you’re working here now?” He inclines his head to her burgundy polo, the word Showroom scrawled in gold font over the right breast pocket. It’s impossible to miss the quirk in his eyebrow.

Siobhan wonders for the first time what she must look like to him, her eyes still blinking from the dark, old eyeliner smudged, a half-empty bottle of cheap wine clutched in her hand. She thinks about putting it back in her bag but doesn’t. Owen looks down at the bottle, then back at her face. He’s still smiling. “Yeah,” she says. She could add that she’s only part-time, but there’s no need to justify herself to this man. He has no personal stake in her; he isn’t someone she needs to impress. She doesn’t really need to impress anyone anymore. That’s a freeing thought. He’s still looking at her and Siobhan hasn’t felt this studied in a while – it makes her feel raw, plucked clean. She maintains eye contact as she brings the wine to her lips and finishes it. She means it as a sort of challenge. Judge away.

Owen shifts a little, boots squeaking, but he keeps his eyes on her. His nostril twitches, like it used to when someone said something he didn’t agree with in class. His idiosyncrasies are returning to her like the lyrics to a song she’d half-forgotten, but they’re out of order and out of context. His throat sounds dry as he says, “You are still making films though? Directing?”

“Not really.”

“No?”

Siobhan swallows. Everything suddenly feels too big to say, so she says nothing, hoping he’ll sense her discomfort and drop it. He doesn’t. The silence simmers, stretches, starts to strain.

“I’ve moved on, I guess.” Siobhan pushes herself off the wall and begins to wander down the corridor. After a second, she senses Owen follow her, as she’d suspected he would. In the foyer, Keith is emptying the popcorn machine with his usual focused precision, and the air smells like grease and stale butter. There are a few drinkers at the cinema bar, the word ‘Showroom’ blinking in red neon behind the bottles of spirits, reflecting off their glasses. The cinema styles itself as vintage, which really only means the tickets are a bit more expensive than the local chain, and it shows black-and-white films on Sundays. Siobhan’s eyes snag on a smear on the glass of the box office. She’ll have to clean it first thing tomorrow. If she goes home now, the only thing waiting for her between this moment and that one is the hollowness the flat seems to adopt in the dark hours, the way the silence swallows everything. There’s been too much of that, recently. How long before those feelings start to consume a life, how long before they become the axis on which the whole thing turns?

“Do you want to go for a drink?” she asks, turning to Owen.

He blinks then clears his throat, trying to hide his surprise. “A drink?”

She nods. His eyes crease a little and she can see him weighing it up – how inappropriate would it be? How much does he really want to go for a drink with this dishevelled, unpredictable creature in front of him?

“Just one?” Her voice goes instinctively higher as she says it. She shrugs in a way that softens the defensiveness of her crossed arms.

“One drink.” Owen smiles. His hand smooths his hair. “It would be good to hear how you’re getting on.”

He holds the door open for her so that she has to step under his arm, vaguely embarrassed. He smells of aftershave, the clean, simple kind that’s usually expensive. They step out into Edinburgh’s Friday night as it’s flickering into life, the bars beginning to fill and ooze their glow onto the pavement. The city smells faintly of smoke, of petrol, of yeasty malt breezing over from the distilleries. It’s only October, but cold enough already that visible breath curls from Siobhan’s mouth as she pulls her hoodie up to her chin.

They walk side by side, a new awkwardness taking shape in the space between their bodies. Siobhan has the acute sensation of being alone with him despite the busyness of the pavement. Her skin prickles in response. They meander along Princes Street and up the Mound, speaking only in stilted snatches, before descending Victoria Street and into the Grassmarket. There’s a more direct route to get where she’s going, but it feels good to walk. Walking gives her a distraction from the images that had sent her running from the cinema screen. Black feathers. Sharp beaks.

Owen gestures to a pub on their right – The Last Drop. “I guess you know why it’s called that?”

Siobhan does. The Grassmarket was where the city did most of its hangings until the late eighteenth century, its flat central square providing a prime viewing location. She’s always had a soft spot for Edinburgh’s filthy history – the body snatchers Burke and Hare, the plague of 1645 that wiped out half the population – so she suspects she probably knows more about The Last Drop than Owen does, but she lets him explain anyway. He veers towards the pub, but she keeps walking, and again, he follows. She wants to choose where they go. She wants to drink where she always drinks. Owen struggles to keep up with her, making polite interjections every few minutes that she doesn’t quite hear. After passing through the Cowgate, the traffic on George IV Bridge rumbling above their heads, they reach Holyrood 9a: an upmarket bar and gastropub that’s far too expensive for Siobhan to frequent as much as she does. But it’s where she and Theo had come to celebrate her graduation, sitting at a window table and gorging themselves on gourmet burgers and pint after pint of craft beer with racehorse-like names. And so, she finds herself continually drawn back here, to sit at the crowded bar and stare at the window table. It’s always taken.

Without protest, Owen follows her inside. She’s aware of his body behind her – not exactly broad but broader than hers – and remembers the girl from the film, running barefoot through the streets of the Spanish capital, losing her tormentor’s face in a crowd of thousands.

Inside, Holyrood 9a is busy and warm, all dark wood panelling and low light. They manage to grab a spot in a tucked-away nook, opposite a fireplace topped with fat candles, melted wax dripping from the mantel.

“I’ll get this,” Owen says, leaning in close to her. He gives her a conspiratorial smile. “Bottle of wine?”

“Sure.” Siobhan takes her seat in the chocolate-leather booth, watching Owen at the bar. He’s turned to the side so she can see him in profile – the long nose with a bump where his glasses rest, the brow that overhangs his eyes slightly, like cliffs brooding over the sea. He’s still wearing a faint smile, though no one is looking at him. He exudes a self-conscious kind of affability, as if everything about him has been purposefully designed to be non-threatening. He’d taught her Critical Debates module in third year, and she remembers now how he’d never quite been able to control the dynamic of the room. It was just too easy to talk over him.

A few minutes later, Owen returns with the wine – red, French, expensive-looking – and two glasses. He pours them both a generous measure, the liquid tarry and viscous.

“Are you still teaching?” she asks. It’s disconcerting, somehow, to hear the question come out of her mouth. To remember that she is an adult capable of polite conversation.

Owen nods. “Still at Edinburgh. Programme Director now, actually.” He raises his glass then lowers it. “No way of saying that without sounding like a wanker.”

Siobhan smiles. She takes a generous glug of wine and feels it fur her teeth, staining them dark. When she puts the glass down it’s already empty.

“So,” Owen says, refilling it, “the last I heard, you and your brother had that incredible documentary commission. What was his name again? Hugo?”

“Theo.” Saying his name is like pressing a bruise.

“How is he?”

“We don’t really talk anymore.”

Owen leans back into the leather, swirling the liquid in his glass, holding it by its stem. He hasn’t taken a sip yet. “I’m sorry to hear that. You made a good team, I heard.”

Siobhan shrugs. The last time she saw him, Theo’s clothes were covered in blood and he had mud tracked up his bare calves from running through the woods. I don’t even know who you are anymore, he’d screamed at her. “Creative differences,” Siobhan says, shaking her head to rid herself of the image.

“The commission though,” Owen says, blowing air out through his lips. “I was so pleased when I heard about that. You really deserved it. What was it – six months on-location filming? A year?”

Siobhan keeps her eyes on the table, on the complex grain of the wood, its whorls and half-faces. She feels like she’s in an old silent movie, waiting prone on the tracks for the train to come.

“The cult!” Owen says loudly, slapping his free hand on his thigh. “I remember now, out in the middle of nowhere. All very top secret and mysterious. You can tell me all the gory details now though, right?”

“No,” Siobhan whispers, too quickly. Owen blinks, raised eyebrows betraying his surprise. Under the table, she forces her fingernails into the flesh of her thigh, gasping as one of them bends all the way back. She doesn’t know what she’d expected, inviting him out for a drink – of course he would ask about this. “And it wasn’t a cult,” she manages to say. “It was…” Go on, Siobhan. What was it? “It doesn’t matter. The doc didn’t really come to anything, anyway.”

“That’s a shame,” Owen says carefully. “I get it though. Sometimes the stars just don’t align. I’d still love to see that footage, if you’re ever happy to share. I don’t know if you remember, but I co-founded a production company a while back. We’re always on the lookout for fresh ideas.” He takes a long, deep sip of wine. “And to be honest, you always stood out to me, Siobhan. Distinctive style. Uncompromising.”

Siobhan’s stomach tightens. It always does when she receives a compliment, though it’s been a while. There’d been a time when she’d been led to believe that she was a different sort of person, an exceptional one, even, after she graduated. She’d won an award for her short film based in a domestic violence shelter, the same one where she’d lived with her mum and Theo for a year when she was three. After that, professors and peers alike seemed in a rush to tell her that they’d been the ones to sense her potential early. People can be possessive over talent, and she’d felt like a prize to be fought over. There were job offers floated, emails constantly landing in her inbox about projects that might be a good fit for her and Theo, who’d graduated a couple of years before. Siobhan had basked in the golden glow of things starting and gaining momentum with little effort on her part. This, she’d thought, this is the way my life is going to be now. I’m going to be a filmmaker.

Then, of course, came the letter. How had they gotten her address? She’s always wondered, not that it matters now. Her name on the envelope was blotted in places, as if it had been written out slowly, the ink pooling from a proper fountain pen. Siobhan couldn’t remember the last time she’d received a letter that wasn’t a utilities bill, and seeing the scratchy handwriting felt strangely intimate, as though the sender were standing in the room with her and looking over her shoulder, their breath on her neck.

We have a special opportunity for you, Siobhan. Here at Hex House.

Hex House. She’d laughed when she read that, thinking, fleetingly, that it must be a prank. A jealous course mate maybe; someone who hated all the positive attention she was getting. But there had been something about the letter that felt true, somehow – earnest.

We know about your work. We would like to invite you to stay with us.

The letter had seemed to throb in her hand, to demand an answer, though there was no return address. She read it over and over, sitting at her desk at home, training her eyes to focus on each word and not skip ahead.

You’re very special.

You’re exactly what we need.

How easily that simple flattery had reeled her in, spiked her curiosity. But it was the ending of the letter that had really cemented what she did next. That strange, out-of-place turn of phrase that had made her feel cold all over.

Would you like to come inside?

She often wishes she could go back to that moment. Scream No, no, no. Rip up the letter. Throw it away, forget about it. Become a different person entirely.

“Siobhan?” Owen prompts.

The door to the pub opens and lets in a gasp of cold air, bringing her back into herself. She doesn’t want to talk about any of it anymore. She wants to be here, now, in a dark room with expensive wine and a man who may or may not want her. She’s flush with alcohol, lazy in a bold sort of way. Each movement feels predestined and out of her control. She puts down her wine glass and places one hand on either side of Owen’s face. He flinches only slightly. His skin is warm, the suggestion of stubble breaking through. His eyes widen for a half-second, then glaze over with something else and Siobhan recognises it instantly for what it is: the first flickering of desire. She knows now, and so does he, what they have the potential to be to each other. She might as well have said it out loud. She might as well have carved it into the table with a knife.

“Stop talking,” she says instead, barely loud enough for him to hear, and she sees that desire grow brighter. This is another one of those moments, she knows, when one thing slides into another; a moment she’ll look back on as one she should have handled differently. Her life seems full of them. “Go and get me another drink,” she says, and takes her hands away.

*   *   *

Later, Siobhan wanders alone through Edinburgh’s knotted streets. She hadn’t let Owen walk her home, wanting him nowhere near the flat, so had led him in the opposite direction instead until she was too tired to make conversation anymore.

“This is me,” she lied, when they got to the top of Leith Walk. “My flat’s just round the corner.”

Owen swayed a little, looking past her. “You’re sure? You’ll be alright? I can come with you the rest of the way.”

She shook her head but did let him take her number, watching his clumsy fingers as he keyed in her name, the way he had to concentrate hard through his semi-drunken haze. Then she strode away from him down Leith Walk, knowing she’d have to retrace her steps once she was confident he’d gone. When she turned around, he was watching her walk away. He raised a single hand in a wave she didn’t return.

Now, she crosses North Bridge, stumbling only slightly. The sky is cobalt, blistered with stars straining through the city smog. Trains departing Waverley roar beneath her feet and the gothic tenements of the Mile rise up to her right, their windows like a thousand eyes peering from their stone sockets. Edinburgh Castle looms above it all, quiet and dark. Sometimes she wonders how it’s possible to stay sane with a city like this looking back at you, never letting you out of its sight. She wonders if she ever felt this way before Hex House, like everything was a barely veiled threat, like there were ghosts living inside her – tangled in her hair, wrapped around each sinew – teeming at her edges to get out.

She lives in a tiny one-bedroom in a tall, narrow building off the Mile. The arched entrance and cobbled court yard give it a faded sense of elegance, but the light in the stairwell hasn’t worked in months and it perpetually smells of piss, of stale smoke. Edinburgh is a grand old dame, but she’s got rotted teeth and her bones are fit to snap.

Her flat is at the very top of the building, stuffed into a misshapen corner. It’s all awkward angles that won’t fit any furniture and windows that barely open, but it’s what she can afford. Siobhan turns the lights on in the order she prefers – overhead living room light, lonely kitchen bulb, then the bedside lamp. The flat simmers in the gloom. She has the sense, as she often does, that someone has been here while she was out, wearing her dirty clothes and wiping their tongue around the top of the milk. She wonders what Owen would have made of all this had she brought him back here: the one sofa sagging under unwashed laundry, the empty bottles lined up on the windowsill and around the bin like trophies. Maybe he wouldn’t have cared, and they’d be in the bedroom already. In the bedroom, where there is a small desk with a drawer that locks. In that drawer is a laptop, and on that laptop is a folder called ‘Hex House’. Siobhan is always aware of that folder, as if it’s a siren, singing softly to her, but she won’t give into it. Not tonight.

Instead, she pours herself a measure of tequila and drinks it quickly. She wrestles her dark, coarse hair into a bun on the top of her head. While she’s changing for bed, she pauses to check, as she always does, the scar that sits between her belly button and pubic bone. It’s a furious red-pink against her olive skin, even all these years later. She drags one fingernail over the shape of it, across its ridges and furrows, just deep enough to hurt.

She’s falling asleep when it starts to rain. The rain is always loud up here, the building’s pointed roof just a few metres above her head. It’s soft at first, a pitter-patter that soaks the tiles. In the early hours it turns thunderous, raindrops the size of pellets hammering the roof like they’re trying to get into her skin, to make their way inside her. In the space between wakefulness and dreams, Siobhan imagines they’re the bodies of birds. One by one, they fall dead and heavy from the sky, skeletons smashing against the houses.
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