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Chapter 1: The Arrival
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The rain had stopped just in time, though the clouds still loomed like they hadn’t quite decided whether to let the sun back in. Mira pressed her forehead to the car window, tracing the rivulets left behind with a finger. The glass was cool and slightly fogged where her breath had pooled. She leaned back and stared at the stone cottage at the end of the lane—green vines on grey stone, a red door like a punctuation mark at the end of a long, tired sentence. It looked the same. Maybe too much the same.

“Why is it always colder here?” Eli grumbled from the back seat, arms crossed like an overgrown toddler. His hoodie was bunched awkwardly around his neck, and he’d been sulking since the roundabout on the A4136.

Mum gave him a sharp look in the rear-view mirror. “Because we’re further north.”

“That’s not how weather works,” Eli muttered under his breath.

“Actually, it kind of is,” Dad offered from the driver’s seat, unbuckling his belt and shutting off the engine with a resigned sigh. Mira smiled faintly as the car ticked and clicked in the silence. The air outside had that damp, mossy smell that belonged to places no one vacuumed. Outside, Grandma stood on the porch, wrapped in what looked like half a wardrobe’s worth of knitwear. She wore three layers and a thick woolen scarf, despite it being the middle of July. Her fingers fluttered in a wave as they piled out of the car.

“I swear she’s part badger,” Eli whispered, slinging his rucksack onto one shoulder.

“You love her really,” Mira whispered back, nudging him with her elbow. He made a non-committal grunt. They bundled out like a mini-circus—arms full of bags, awkward jokes, half-finished conversations trailing behind them like forgotten scarves. The gravel crunched underfoot. Grandma hugged them each with the strength of someone who lived alone and liked being reminded she didn’t always have to.

“You’re taller,” she told Mira, then leaned back to get a better look. “And you’ve got your mother’s frown.”

Mira wasn’t sure if that was supposed to be a compliment, but she smiled anyway. “Good to see you too, Gran.”

Inside, the cottage still smelled of damp slate, rosemary, and dust warmed by sun that hadn’t quite made it past the clouds. There was a small fire in the grate, despite the not-quite-chill of the day.

“Just to take the edge off,” Grandma said, noticing her glance.

Unpacking didn’t take long. Eli got the attic again—he claimed it for the window and the solitude. Mira took the box room, which always smelled faintly of old books and lavender sachets. She loved it more than she let on. The painted woodchip wallpaper was sun faded, the skirting boards chipped, and there was a small crack along the ceiling that she’d once sworn looked like a map of Iceland was still there. Under the bed was her her little treasure chest. Well that’s what she called it, in reality it was an old shoe box. A quick check showed that her memories were still safe.

After a quick tour of what had changed “New kettle, Fridge is temperamental. Don’t use the back garden shed, it’s been claimed by spiders.” Grandma made tea and sandwiches with thin-sliced cucumber and not nearly enough cheese. With a lovely fresh baked sponge cake for pudding.

“It’s nice to be back,” Mira said softly, and she meant it. But the words came out a little more uncertain than she’d planned. Eli poked at his sandwich like it might bite him. “Did we bring snacks? Real snacks?”

Mira kicked him under the table, but gently. The silence between their conversations stretched in a comfortable way. Then it was time for Mum and Dad to leave. “Bye Mum, it’s great to see you and thank you so much for looking after these two for bit”

“Yes thanks, We just need to get the new house all set up and sorted doing that with one child is hard with three would be a nightmare.”

“We’re not that bad” chimed in Eli.

“I could have have looked after Jonah while you were busy” said Mira.

“Yes, Yes” Said Dad, “Look we’ve been over all this before, your both staying here and we’ll come and get you when it’s all sorted, there are just too many moving pieces”

“Your going to paint my room the wrong colour” Said Eli.

“We got the paint you picked out, and the Lilac for Mira’s room, we just need the time space and quiet to paint the rooms and move all the furniture, now come here and give me a hug.”

After the goodbyes they watched as the car drove back up the lane and out of sight. Mira couldn’t shake the feeling that something had been... moved. Not in the literal sense. Just shifted. Or missing. She wandered to the upstairs landing and stood by the small square window that overlooked the field behind the house. The birch trees beyond the wall looked the same as they always had, slightly crooked, like they had grown sideways to avoid something. A few tufts of old grass swayed in the breeze. But further out, near the edge of the wood, something shimmered slightly. Not exactly light, not shadow either. Just, an impression. The kind of trick your eyes play when they think they’ve caught movement. Mira blinked and leaned closer. Nothing. Just the trees. She stepped back. It wasn’t like she’d seen anything, not really. Still, she scribbled a quick note in her phone: 

Something moved in the birches. Check again later. Wind? Or not?

Downstairs, Eli had taken over the living room floor with a jigsaw puzzle he always claimed to hate but always finished. He’d already sorted the edge pieces and was muttering to himself about false corners. Mira hovered for a moment, then moved past him into the kitchen. The fireplace crackled softly. A single framed photo sat on the mantle Grandma and Grandpa, both young, smiling at the camera like the world hadn’t tried to tangle itself into knots yet. Mira stared at the photo for longer than she meant to. Grandpa had died before she was born. But there was something about his face, serious, curious and wary, that reminded her of herself. Or maybe of someone she hadn’t quite met yet.

She turned. A spider dangled lazily from the ceiling corner, spinning an ambitious web above the old bookshelf. In the hallway, a low creak sounded sharply. Mira froze for a second “Just a floorboard under pressure, nothing. Just the house settling, probably”. Still, her skin prickled. Later that evening, after dinner and reluctant conversation, she found herself alone again in her room. The window was open just enough to let in the hum of insects. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called. The same owl? It could have been. Or another. She used to pretend it was the same one, year after year. Some things wanted to be remembered. She sat on the bed, arms curled around her knees, and stared at her rucksack. The small journal inside it itched at her thoughts, even unopened. She hadn’t meant to bring it. Not deliberately. But when she was packing, it had fallen off the shelf and landed spine-up in the middle of the floor. And that felt like an invitation.

Mira reached into the bag and pulled it free. Leather-bound, worn at the edges. She flipped it open. Nothing had changed. Just her own scrawls, lists, dreams, odd feelings, things she couldn’t quite explain. She ran a finger down one page. On it, circled three times, was a single word:

Threshold. 

She couldn’t remember writing it. From the attic, Eli thudded something heavy against the floor. “I’m fine!” he called immediately. A beat later: “Mostly.” Mira laughed, a little. Then set the journal on the night stand and leaned back onto her pillow. The room was still. Almost heavy. Like the house held its breath when it thought no one was listening. Outside, the wind picked up. A thin branch tapped once, twice, against the windowpane. Mira didn’t move to close it. The clouds shifted, letting a slice of moonlight carve across the wooden floor. Something about this visit was going to be different. She didn’t know how she knew that.

She just did.
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Chapter 2: The Window Leaf
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The next morning began with sunlight pouring into the kitchen, thin beams cutting through the lace curtains and sketching soft patterns across the tiled floor. It was only the second day of the Montfort siblings’ holiday, yet Eli had already buried himself in what he called work. Even at thirteen, he had the sort of seriousness most people reserved for exams or competitions. His bedroom back home bore the evidence: shelves stacked with trophies, medals, and certificates, each one a silent reminder of how he thrived on achievement.

The kettle began to whistle on the hob, a plume of steam curling upward like a ghost slipping free from the spout. The faint aroma of burnt crumbs lingered near the toaster, where two slices had popped minutes earlier and been abandoned on a plate.

At the table, Eli hunched forward with elbows spread awkwardly across either side of his battered tablet. His thin-rimmed glasses kept sliding down his nose as he squinted at the glowing screen. What filled it was no ordinary image but a scanned, crinkled map, the sort of vintage topographic chart that smelled of old drawers and dust. Faded lines and coded markings ran across it like a secret puzzle, footpaths twisting between patches of shaded woodland. The map carried the year 1956 in small faded print. Over the top, Eli had layered a modern version from an online archive.

“I’ve almost finished mapping the old trail,” he murmured, voice tight with concentration. “If I line up the 1956 sheet with the modern OS layer, the footpaths should match. There’s a faint trace here, see? Wait, hold on.”

A piece of toast sailed through the air, landed with a soft plop beside his tablet, and scattered crumbs over the glowing screen.

“Boring,” declared Mira. She stood behind him, holding another slice in one hand, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. At eleven she carried herself with the boldness of someone older, her dark hair tied back messily as though she had wrestled with the brush and declared victory by leaving half her fringe in her eyes. “Come on, Eli. We’re supposed to be on holiday. Remember what you said? That you wanted to unplug, breathe in nature, that sort of thing. Very outdoorsy of you.”

“I am breathing in nature,” Eli said without looking up. “Digitally.”

Mira rolled her eyes. “You are glued to that screen. Grandma has four more jigsaws in the cupboard, not to mention two goats that bleat every time anyone walks past the paddock, and a creepy attic full of trunks. Out of all that, you choose maps?”

He tapped the screen carefully with one finger. “We are here all summer. Mum and Dad said we would be underfoot if we stayed home.”

Mira flopped into the chair opposite him. “They said you would be underfoot. I wanted to stay. But you and your special school needed the space.”

“Belfort Academy is not a special school. It is an all-boys boarding school.”

“Exactly. Special,” she replied, stuffing the last corner of toast into her mouth.

He ignored the jibe, though his cheeks flushed faintly. “These are not just maps. They are overlays. Historical data.” His finger hovered over the screen. “Look. There used to be a trail, mostly rubbed out now, that connected this village to the quarry line near Cannop. The markings are faint, almost erased. But if you compare the layers, you can see it was once there.”

Mira leaned over and squinted. All she saw were lines that criss-crossed like spaghetti. “Oh no,” she said with dramatic flair. “The Map Police have struck again, wiping trails from history.”

“You would not understand.”

“No,” she admitted, slumping back into the chair, “but I do understand that this place is practically begging for an adventure. If you cannot find something unusual here, I will eat another of Grandma’s rock cakes.”

The kettle whistled louder, then fell silent as Mira pulled it off the hob and sloshed boiling water into the teapot. She stacked cups and saucers on a tray with more ease than she admitted to. Then she glanced through the doorway to the living room. Their grandmother had settled into her floral armchair, the newspaper spread across her lap, knitting needles resting in a basket by her side. Her eyes were already beginning to droop, the faint twitch of a nap on its way.

“She is hibernating,” Mira whispered. “That gives us at least an hour.”

“For what?” Eli asked.

She did not answer. Instead, she wandered toward the wide front window and tugged the curtain aside. Her playful expression faltered. She stilled.

“What is it?” Eli asked, finally looking up.

“Eli,” she said softly, her tone sharpened by something he could not yet see. “Come here.”

He stood and joined her. On the windowsill, resting as though it had been deliberately placed, was a single dry folded leaf. Its edges were brittle and curled, its surface criss-crossed with veins like old parchment. But it was not the leaf itself that unsettled Mira. Carved into its centre was a spiral, twisted and broken, curling outward in jagged lines as though it had shed its own skin.

“That was not there this morning,” Mira whispered.

Eli bent forward, picked it up carefully between finger and thumb, and turned it in the light. The carving was precise, the cuts fine, not something made by chance. “Maybe it blew in.”

“Through a closed window? On a still day?”

He did not argue. “It could be a folk symbol. Or a trail marker.”

“It is not drawn. It is cut,” Mira insisted. “Whoever did this wanted it found.”

He lifted it higher. For a moment the spiral seemed to catch more light than it should—glinting faintly as if the veins themselves shimmered. A faint draft tickled across their ankles, though the window was firmly shut.

Mira stepped closer. “Do you feel that?”

“What?” he asked.

“I do not know. Like... we are being invited.”

He frowned, slipping the leaf carefully into his palm. “Invited to what?”

“To explore,” she said, a grin spreading across her face again.

Eli sighed, but even as he did so his other hand was reaching for the tablet. Mira saw it and clapped her hands. “I knew you could not resist a mystery.”

From the other room their grandmother called out, voice carrying through the house, “Do not forget your boots! And stay out of the lower field. The badgers have claimed it this summer!”

“Got it, Gran,” Mira shouted back. She dashed into the hallway and returned with her favourite jacket, a blue denim one plastered with badges and patches collected from markets and fairs. She pulled it on with practised ease.

Eli slipped the folded leaf into the outer pocket of his maroon backpack. The bag bore a faded fantasy logo from a book series he had once obsessed over, the colours washed pale from years of use. He tightened the straps across his shoulders and checked his laces.

“Only the edge of the property,” he reminded. “No further.”

“Of course,” Mira replied, snatching two bags of crisps from the counter as though supplies were essential for survival. “I am just here for snacks.”

He gave her a long-suffering look, then opened the door.

The summer light spilled across the threshold, warm and dazzling. The air hummed faintly with the drone of bees moving lazily among the flowers. The scent of cut grass mixed with the faint tang of woodsmoke drifting from somewhere in the village.

Mira bounded out first, crunching crisps before they had even reached the gate. Eli followed at a steadier pace, adjusting his glasses and checking his pockets—pocket knife, pencils, an old gum wrapper.

Neither of them said it aloud, but they both knew it: the mystery had already begun.
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Chapter 3: A Gate And A Garden
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The siblings trudged across the back paddock toward the weathered back fence, how it kept Brandy and Barley, Grandma’s two goats in had always been a mystery, perhaps they were just happy knowing that they had food and shelter and it would be too much of a pain to go elsewhere. Mira dressed in a bright t-shirt and black leggings her new socks just showing over her walking boots, Eli in his checked shirt and beige chino’s almost disappearing into the background of the field. Long grass brushed their ankles, and the scent of damp earth rose beneath their feet. A fine mist hung above the distant trees like the last breath of morning. “You saw something else out here, didn’t you?” Eli asked. His eyes were slowly scanning the fence line already, professional curiosity kicking in. 

“I saw more than something,” Mira replied. “Come on.” She led the way with that confident bounce she always had when she was sure she was right. She stopped at the far corner of the property, just before the fence dipped toward the alleyway and the tangled woods beyond. “There.” She pointed to one of the fence panels at a patch of greyed wood about shoulder height. And yes, there it was: another symbol. Carved deep this time. Crude but intentional. Eli stepped closer. His brow furrowed. “It’s the same shape,” he said. “Broken spiral, same outer curl.” 

“Not a leaf this time,” Mira added. “Wood doesn’t blow onto windowsills.” He ran his fingers over the grooves. The cut was deep and dated. The shavings had long since blown away, but the wound in the wood was still dark, untouched by weather. “Who’d do this?” Eli muttered. “Some kind of weird local tradition?” Mira guessed. 

“Like... kids leaving signs for a ghost club or something?” 

Eli didn’t answer right away. He was thinking, and when Eli got into that head space, the rest of the world tended to disappear behind layers of theory and detail. He crouched and inspected the base of the fence. “See this?” he said, pointing.  “Look at the moss pattern.” Mira leaned in. “Looks like someone stepped here recently.” 

“Exactly. Boot print. Narrow. Probably a kid or a teen. The moss is crushed, but only just. Could’ve been this morning.” 

“So it’s fresh.”

Eli stood up again. “Someone was standing here. They reached up, studied this, then left.” He glanced toward the tree line. “And they were facing the house” he added, almost to himself. 

“Watching us?” Mira asked, sounding more curious than afraid. 

“Maybe. Or just the house.” Mira took out her phone and snapped a photo of the carved fence. “I’m going to document every one of these. If we find more, we can map them out.” 

Eli gave her a side-eye. “This was all ridiculous ten minutes ago.” 

“Yeah, well,” she shrugged. “Weird leaves are one thing. Matching symbols on fences? That’s enough for me.” Eli rubbed his chin. 

“There’s something about the shape that reminds me of old railway markers. Or maybe canal codes...”

“Oh no,” Mira groaned, “don’t drag canals into this.” 

“I’m just saying, symbols like this were used for communication,” Eli insisted. “Messages for people who knew what to look for. Way-finding without GPS. Signs like this are common in the countryside for hikers and ramblers.” He turned back to the symbol. “I need a rubbing of this.” 

He unzipped his backpack and pulled out a small sketch pad and a stub of charcoal. Mira watched as he carefully placed the paper over the carved symbol and began to shade across it. “Perfect,” he said after a moment. “Now we have two physical examples of the same design.” Mira looked over her shoulder, “So me taking a photo on my phone isn’t good enough for you?”

“Phone batteries die, Paper not so much.” Eli noted.

Mira huffed and looked over toward the alley that ran along the back of the property. It wasn’t really a path really just a strip of worn ground where weeds had given up. Beyond it, the woods crept in, tall and crooked, hiding whatever secrets the forest wanted to keep.  “Do you think they’re coming from there?” she asked. Eli looked up. “The woods?” 

“Yeah. The angle of the carving. Whoever made it was facing the house. Which means they came from the other side.” Eli nodded. “Makes sense.” There was a moment of silence. Just the gentle rustle of leaves and the caw of a distant crow echoing somewhere beyond the trees. Mira broke the quiet. “I have a theory.” 

“Here we go.” 

“No, listen. You remember that story Grandma told us last year? About the lost miner?” 

Eli blinked. “The one who followed an old tunnel and never came back?”

“Yeah. She said he was looking for some underground chapel or something. That there were signs along the path if you knew how to read them.” 

“That was just a folktale.” Mira gestured at the fence. “So is this.” He looked at her, the gears in his mind visibly shifting. “You think it’s connected?” 

“I think we’re not the first people to find one of these. That’s all.” The wind picked up slightly, rustling the leaves above. A cloud drifted in front of the sun, casting a temporary shadow over the garden. Eli shivered slightly. Not from cold. “I want to check the other fences,” he said. “And the side of the goat shed.”  They walked slowly along the edge of the property, eyes scanning every plank of wood, every knot and grain. The goats barely paying them any notice. Nothing jumped out immediately, but Mira paused now and then to crouch low or tilt her head. “No more spirals,” she said after a while. 

“Not yet,” Eli replied. “But if they left one, they might’ve left more.” He checked his watch. “It’s nearly noon. Grandma will start calling us in soon.” Mira grinned. “Then we’ve got twenty minutes to find our next clue.” They stood at the back corner of the garden, the woods close now. The mist had lifted a little, but the trees still loomed, their edges strangely sharp against the light. “Let’s check the field next,” Mira said. “I’ve got a feeling.” 

“Your feelings led us to buy a stolen crystal at that car boot sale.” 

“Only slightly stolen,” she shot back. “Anyway, I think this symbol thing is bigger than we thought.” Eli didn’t disagree. He was too busy pulling the leaf out of the bag again, comparing the lines on its surface to the rubbing from the fence. “They match down to the groove,” he whispered. “Someone is leaving these on purpose. And they’re close.” 

Mira looked at the woods. “Then maybe it’s time we followed them.” The footpath wasn’t on maps. It ran down behind the old chapel, through a stretch of meadowland and bramble, then ducked toward a forgotten railway embankment. Grandma had once mentioned it in passing “Where the pheasants like to play,” she’d said, with a twinkle in her eye. It sounded quaint at the time. Now it felt like the kind of place where secrets waited. The siblings crossed to a rusted metal gate that led towards the Chapel it groaned mournfully as they opened it, as if the field itself had exhaled.

Above them, thick clouds gathered and shifted, sun and shadow playing across the wild grass in waves. The breeze was cool, persistent. It tugged at their jackets, flicking at Mira’s hair. Eli paused to adjust the straps of his backpack and scanned the area. “Why here?” he asked. “Because,” Mira replied, crouching near a tuft of wind-beaten nettles, “this is the spot where weird things always happen in old stories. See the way the hedges arch like that? Like a tunnel mouth. And the path disappears just past the tree line.” She grinned. “Classic.” 

Eli rolled his eyes but knelt beside her anyway. She was brushing aside grass and flattened weeds. “I think I spotted something earlier, when we came through here last summer. Something metal. Only Grandma was with us and made us turn around she said there was a badger set nearby.” “Still is,” Eli muttered, casting a wary glance toward a collapsed mound a few feet away. Mira didn’t flinch. “I saw the corner of something poking through the soil. Right around here.” Her fingers dug into the earth, peeling back layers of dirt and leaf mulch. Then, clink. “Gotcha,” she said triumphantly. The tin was rusted, its lid barely clinging to the body. Decades old, by the look of it, but it hadn’t been buried deep—just hidden under enough debris to go unnoticed. Eli helped lift it out, brushing the soil away. “No markings,” he noted. “Just a standard screw-lid. Looks like something used for tobacco, or old hardware.” 

“Or a secret,” Mira said. 

Eli gave her a look. “You really want this to be a mystery.” 

“Of course I do, Mysteries are fun and not some boring old map.” she said, pulling her phone to record. “Now open it.” 

He hesitated. “It could have mould, dead bugs” 

“Open it,” Mira insisted, aiming the camera. Eli twisted the lid. It resisted, then gave with a soft pop. A faint smell of damp metal and paper escaped. Inside were three items. A small, round wooden token about the size of a coin, smooth but clearly handmade. It had the now-familiar spiral symbol carved dead-centre. A torn fragment of map, folded, stained, and water-damaged but still legible in parts. And finally, a slip of paper, yellowed with age and stained at the edges like it had survived some rainstorm long ago. Mira snatched the note first and unfolded it carefully.

“‘Follow the Hollow where light forgets,’” she read aloud. There was a beat of silence. The wind gusted suddenly, tossing her hair into her face and flapping the paper in her hand. 

“Well that’s not creepy at all,” Eli muttered, pulling the token out and holding it to the light. “Same symbol again. Exact match.” He turned the wooden disc over. On the back, faintly scratched: 

“R6.” 
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Chapter 4: Shadow in the woods
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Mira leaned over his shoulder. “What’s R6? A code?” Eli nodded slowly. “Could be. A railway marker, maybe. Like a reference point on an old map. Some rail tunnels were numbered during surveying.” He took out his tablet, opened the high-resolution map file from the archive blog, and began to search. 

Mira studied the torn map piece. “This looks like a junction see, the faint tracks here? Could match the old Milkwall Tunnel line, So if this is a treasure map that’s OK and not boring?” Eli muttered, scrolling and tapping. The sun dimmed again as a cloud passed overhead, and for a moment the entire field felt quieter, like someone had pressed a mute button on the world no birdsong, just wind. Mira glanced over her shoulder. The tree line stood still, unmoving. Watching. “We’re onto something, treasure and mysteries are fun. Rivers, hills and weird lines are not fun.” she said softly. 

Eli nodded without looking up. “This tin... it was left on purpose. The carving on the token matches the leaf and the fence. That can’t be coincidence.” “Nope.” Mira said. “It’s a trail. Someone wanted it to be found—maybe not by us, but by someone who’d keep looking.” She stood and turned in a slow circle. “If there’s one of these tins, there might be more, Clues.” 

“Geocaching for ghosts,” Eli muttered. Laying the four objects on the ground Mira pulled out her phone and checked she had geo tagging turned on and snapped a photo. Mira picked up the map fragment, carefully placing it in her notebook to dry out. And put the token in her pocket “We need to test the soil sample near the tin to see if it’s been disturbed recently.” 

“You don’t know how to do that,” Eli said. “I watch videos.” 

“That doesn’t count.” Mira shrugged. “Still counts more than arguing with a leaf.” 

“Fair.” Eli stood, glancing one last time at the trees. “We should get back. Grandma might start calling if she notices we’re gone.” Mira nodded, but her hand went instinctively to the token in her pocket. She was holding it tight, like it anchored her to something bigger. “Let’s go,” she said. “But we’re coming back later.” 

The clouds parted briefly, casting a wash of warm gold across the field. They walked the path back in silence, neither needing to say what they were both thinking: The mystery was real. And it had just opened its door just waiting for them to walk through. 

Having returned to the house for a light lunch with Grandma, the familiar cheese and cucumber sandwiches seasoned only by light small talk. Afterwards they grabbed their packs so it was late afternoon they were heading back out to look into what they found. They headed back to where they found the Tin to see if there was anything they had missed there was something in the air it had turned from quaint to unsettling. The wind had dropped, but not in a calm, peaceful way. The kind of stillness that arrives when even the birds decide to wait something out. Eli noticed it first. The air didn’t feel like it was resting. It felt like it was listening. “Do you hear that?” he asked, slowing his pace as they returned toward the gate. 

Mira glanced around. “No breeze. No bugs. No birds.” “Exactly.” She looked back toward the trees. Their trunks stood like sentinels at the edge of the clearing, bark darkened with time, leaves dull in the low, golden light. Eli shifted the weight of his backpack and took a few cautious steps forward, crunching the grass beneath his boots. “It’s... too quiet.” Mira scanned the treeline, something tightening in her chest. “There’s someone there.” She said it flatly. Not afraid. Not surprised. Just certain. Eli turned toward her, following her gaze. Across the field, maybe twenty yards away, just behind a line of hawthorn and shadow, someone stood. Slight. Hooded. Still.

The kind of stillness that sent the wrong sort of message. Eli blinked. “Who’s that...?” Before he could finish, the figure vanished. No rustle. No step. Just gone. Both siblings stood frozen, staring at the spot where a moment ago, someone had been watching them. “You saw him, right?” Mira said. “Yeah.” Eli’s voice was tight. “I saw him.” “A hoodie. Tall. Too tall to be just a kid. But not quite a grown-up either.” 

“And he was watching us.” 

“Definitely.” They walked, slowly now, toward where the figure had stood. Mira led, her steps measured, confident, but her fingers had curled into fists in her pockets as her raven hair flowing out behind her. Reaching the space where the figure had been she looked around her eyes looking more grey than green in the light, the space wasn’t remarkable. Just a patch of matted grass, some leaves still fluttering slightly from where the hedge had swayed. If he’d stepped backward, he could have disappeared into the undergrowth in a heartbeat. 

“Could be a local,” Eli suggested. Coming up from behind her. “Someone out for a walk.” 

“Locals don’t vanish like that. Or a camper? Wild camping is not illegal in Gloucestershire is it?.” Mira shook her head. “He was too clean. Didn’t move like a camper. Didn’t move like anyone, really. It was like—he stopped existing.” Eli crouched beside the bush, looking for footprints, His close cropped brown hair flexing as he got down. 

“The grass is pressed here. Fresh. Same boot size we saw earlier near the fence.” He looked up at her, his pale blue eyes piercing her like a dagger. “Could be the same person.” a note of caution in his voice. “But why show himself now?” Mira asked. “We’ve been out here twice today and he didn’t make a peep.” 

“Maybe we triggered something,” Eli said. “By finding the tin. Or maybe the token.” 

Mira pulled the token from her pocket. The spiral still gleamed faintly where the sun touched its curves. She held it up. “What if he’s following this?” Eli didn’t answer. His eyes were back on the forest edge, scanning for movement. “There’s no way he moved that fast without making a sound. Unless he knew a route through the brambles.” 

“Or he’s not from here,” Mira said. 

Eli turned to her. “You mean like... an outsider?” 

“No,” she said. “I mean like... not from now.” There was silence between them. 

Then Eli huffed. “Please don’t say ‘ghost.’” 

“I wasn’t going to,” Mira said defensively. 

“You were but you’re scaring yourself.” 

“I’m not scared.” 

“Good,” Eli muttered. “Because I am, People who hang out in woods watching children are rarely up to good things” 

They stood there another moment. The air was heavier now. Like something didn’t want them talking here any more. “Let’s go,” Mira said. “We’ve seen enough.” 

They turned back across the clearing. The shadows had stretched. The sun was almost gone. Somewhere in the trees behind them, a twig snapped, not the sharp crack of a fall, but the deliberate step-snap of something or someone moving through brush. With a quick glance between them they changed the pace. They didn’t run. But they didn’t walk slowly, either. When they reached the gate, Eli paused and looked back. The trees stared back, silent and still. Back at Grandma’s, the warmth hit them like a wall woodsmoke, lavender, and lemon polish. Safety in scent. Mira dropped onto the rug in the living room and pulled the token out again, staring at it like she expected it to move. “You’re sure you saw him?” 

Eli nodded. “A hundred percent. You?” 

“Every detail. Dark hoodie. Black jeans. Pale hands. No bag.” 

“And his face?” He probed.

She paused, her head tilting to one side “No. I never saw it.” 

“Me neither.” Eli took out his notebook and began sketching the scene from memory—the angle of the trees, the bush where the figure stood, the distance from the tin. 

“Let’s call him... ‘The Watcher,’” Mira said. 

Eli raised an eyebrow. “Dramatic.” 

“Accurate,” she replied. “And I don’t think he wants us to stop.” 

“What makes you say that?” 

She held up the token. “He left this. Or he guarded it. Either way, he didn’t try to stop us. He showed himself and disappeared.” Eli considered that. “And what if next time,” he said slowly, “he wants to talk?” Mira smiled faintly. “Then I hope he’s got subtitles.” They both laughed, just enough to shake off the chill that still clung to their backs. Outside, the last light slipped below the horizon. The Hollow wasn’t done with them yet. 
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Chapter 5: Dinner time
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The warm smell of vegetable stew and wood polish wrapping around them like a blanket. The ticking of the old wall clock was louder now, comforting in its regularity. Familiar. Mira shifted to the overstuffed armchair with a sigh, one foot hanging lazily over the side. Eli moved over to the window, peering out through the faded glass panel. He moved back to the door feeling for the key. He turned it slowly, clicking the lock into place, he followed that with the chain, thoughts of the shadow in the woods watching his sister adding a layer of protectiveness to his actions.

“Okay,” Mira said. “Let’s just take a moment.” He looked over at her, eyebrows raised. “A moment for what?” She pointed a finger in the air like she was addressing an imaginary audience. 

“A moment to process that we’ve been officially marked by the mystery gods.” Eli slumped, leaning against the wall. “Do they come with a help desk?” 

Mira grinned back at him. “No. But I hear they respond well to snack offerings.” She held up half of a squashed cereal bar from her pocket. It was slightly lint-covered, but that didn’t stop her from unwrapping it with dramatic flair. Across the room, the family photo wall watched them silently, snapshots of birthdays, seaside trips, and one gloriously awkward Christmas with matching jumpers.

Grandma had already retreated to her craft room, her earlier call of “Dinner’s at six!” still lingering faintly in the air. Eli finally sat down on the carpet, cross-legged, with his backpack in front of him. He pulled out the notebook and the Ziplock bag he found to put the leaf in at lunch, then reached for his tablet. “I want to cross-reference the R6 code on the token with the Milkwall rail loop,” he said, unlocking the screen. “It’s not on the public records, but some hobbyist forums post digitised rail surveys from the ‘70s.” 

“You do realise you sound like a time-traveling librarian when you say things like that?” Mira replied, flipping open her sketchbook. 

“I take that as a compliment.” 

“You would.” She was already drawing the spiral again—this time neater, more deliberate. The strokes were quicker, more confident. She circled it twice and scribbled a name above it in large, jagged letters: 

Operation Hollow. 

Eli looking over to what she was doing. “You’ve given it a name?” 

“Of course,” Mira said. “You’ve got the maps, I’ve got the branding.” 

“You’re going to turn this into a merchandising line, aren’t you?” 

She wiggled her eyebrows. “Key rings, temporary tattoos, limited-edition tote bags.” They both laughed, easier now that they were back inside. But underneath the humour, the unease still simmered. Eli picked up the token and set it on the floor between them. “We’ve found the symbol on a leaf, a fence, a tin, and now on this token. That’s four separate appearances in less than a day.” 

“That confirms it's a repeated sign. Not random graffiti. Someone is leaving these intentionally.” 

“Breadcrumbs,” Mira said. “But like way creepier.” She rotated the token thoughtfully. “It could be part of a bigger cipher. The kind where each symbol connects to a place.” Eli leaned closer. “You think they form a map?” 

“Possibly. Or a story.” 

“Like chapters?” Her eyes lit up. “What if we’re in a book? One of those creepy mystery ones Grandma keeps in the attic with the weird hand-drawn covers.” Eli smiled faintly but didn’t answer. His focus was back on the tablet screen. He brought up an old photo of the Milkwall Tunnel region. There, faded beneath ivy and time, was a sign on the edge of a crumbling overpass:

“R6: Western Access Shaft – Disused.”

“That’s it?, That’s a bit too easy.” he murmured. Tapping quickly as he called up his search bar.

Mira leaned over. “Where?” 

“Just outside the loop trail. Near the old embankment. There used to be an entrance shaft to the tunnel system, marked R6. It was closed in 1963 after a subsidence report.” 

“Can we get to it?” Eli glanced up at her. “I think we’re already halfway there.” Mira sat back, chewing the edge of her cereal bar. “Weird thing,” she said suddenly. “What?” “When I held the token earlier... just for a second, I felt, something.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “Like what?” 

“Like... a buzzing. Pins and needles, but on the inside.” Eli’s expression changed. “I’ll see what happens with the app.” 

“You mean your ghost detector?” 

“It’s a field-sensitivity monitor,” he corrected. They stared at the token. Then Mira spoke again, voice softer now. “Do you think someone left all this for us? Us, specifically?” 

“I don’t know,” Eli admitted. “But it feels like we weren’t the first to find this stuff. Just the next.” 

“Like it’s been waiting.” 

“Exactly.” There was a long pause. Then Mira flipped to a clean page in her sketchbook and began listing what they knew:


	Token = marker?

	“Follow the Hollow where light forgets.”

	Symbol = trail clue?

	Watcher = not a threat... yet.

	R6 = tunnel link?



At the top she wrote:

THE RULES:


	Don’t go alone.

	Stay visible.

	Follow signs.

	Stay smart.



She looked at Eli. “Anything to add?” He thought for a moment. “Yeah—” He flipped to a fresh page in his notebook.

5): Don’t trust what disappears too fast.

They both sat back. The clock ticked on, calm and steady.

Outside, the wind picked up again. A gentle moan through the trees. But inside Grandma’s house, the room stayed still. They didn’t know it yet, but the Hollow wasn’t just a place. It was a path that once stepped on, could never be entirely un-walked. 

It was late evening by the time Eli retreated to his room. Outside, the wind was picking up again, brushing against the cottage walls in long sighs. The rain hadn’t started yet, but the air was damp and restless, like the weather was waiting for permission to turn wild. Eli closed the door quietly, dropped his backpack on the floor, and exhaled. The soft tick from the bedside clock was the only sound in the room. From downstairs came the low murmur of the TV, Grandma watching one of her endless detective dramas. Mira had claimed the bath, shouting something about needing to “soak the field out of her hair.” He had at least twenty uninterrupted minutes. He sat at his desk, powered up the tablet, and unzipped the pouch holding the wooden token. Even now, hours after they’d found it, the token felt... unusual. Not warm, not cold. Not really textured, either—just smooth, and strange. Too smooth, like the edges had been worn by time but not by touch. He set it down carefully on the desk and opened his custom-built field sensitivity app. The interface was simple: a live waveform reader, some sensors hooked to the tablet's internal EMF and barometric detectors, and a battery of test modes. It was half science project, half ghost-hunter nonsense but it had earned him third place at the regional STEM fair last year, so he stood by it. The screen lit up: baseline readings steady. Taking the token out of the bag he slid it an inch closer. The waveform began to wobble. He frowned. “Okay... maybe a coincidence.” He moved the token away again baseline returned. He brought it back. A spike. Then another. And then the desk lamp flickered. Eli froze. He hadn’t touched the light. Nothing else in the room had changed.

And yet the warm bulb above his head pulsed like a slow heartbeat, 

blip... blip... blip, before steadying. 

He turned toward the door instinctively, thinking Mira might have snuck in to mess with him. No one there. Opening the door he double checked, the hallway beyond was dark and still. He walked back to the desk and turned back to the screen. The sensor readings were jittering, no longer subtle waves but erratic, rising and falling, unpredictable. Grabbing his phone Eli tapped the record button. “This is Eli Montfort,” he whispered, “running passive token scan, test one.” 

The token sat still. Silent. Unmoving. But something about the air had changed. He could feel it now. A pressure not painful, but dense. As if someone had placed a hand gently on his shoulder without touching him. He ran a second test. He moved a paper-clip beside the token. Nothing. He moved his smartwatch beside it. Still nothing. But when he brought the token near the tablet again, the app froze. Just for a second. Then the screen glitched momentarily pixelated and resumed. “Not possible,” he said out loud. “That’s not how sensors react.” He glanced at the window. A light breeze pressed against the glass. Then he noticed it. The clock. The steady, metronome tick-tick-tick that had always comforted him had stopped.

The hands weren’t moving. “Okay, no,” he said to himself, voice cracking just slightly. He pushed back from the desk. Grabbed the token, zipped it in the pouch, sealed the pouch inside a shoe box, and shoved the shoe box into the drawer beneath his bed. The moment the drawer clicked shut, the clock resumed. 

Tick. Tick. Tick. 

The lamp brightened again, holding steady. His tablet screen returned to normal. Eli sat back down. He took a breath. Then a second one. Then, finally, he whispered: “What are you?”

Ten minutes later, Mira thudded into the room in her dressing gown, dripping water across the carpet. “You will not believe how many spiders live in Grandma’s bathroom,” she said cheerfully drying her hair. “I feel like I just washed a haunted cupboard.” Eli didn’t respond. Mira paused. “You okay?” 

He looked up at her, eyes wide, voice low. “The token... It messed with the sensors.”

“Oh no,” she said, deadpan. “It broke your gadgets?” 

“It interfered with the tablet. And the lights. And the clock.” 

Mira raised her eyebrows. “So you’re saying it has... powers?” 

“I’m saying,” Eli replied, “it’s not normal. And whatever it’s made of? It holds energy.” 

“Like a cursed rock?” 
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