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Chapter One – The Night That Took Everything
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Ainsley was thirteen years old when the world decided she no longer belonged in it.

She had been sitting on the edge of her narrow bed, boots unlaced and discarded carelessly near the trunk at the footboard, her fingers worrying the frayed hem of her nightdress as though the loose thread might unravel something far greater than fabric. 

The house had settled into its predictable nighttime rhythm—soft groans in the beams as the temperature dropped, the low pop of cooling embers in the hearth, the faint whistle of wind pressing itself against the edges of the shutters. A single candle burned on her dresser, its flame bending slightly each time the draft slipped beneath the door. Wax pooled at its base, thick and sluggish, like something wounded and slowly bleeding out. She was supposed to be asleep. 

Her mother had told her so not long before, brushing a stray strand of hair from her forehead with tired affection and reminding her that morning would come quickly with its chores and lessons and expectations. Ainsley had nodded obediently. She always did. Obedience was easier than argument.

But sleep refused to come.

There was something restless in the air that night, something that made her skin prickle as though the dark itself were watching and waiting for permission to move. The wind scraped along the side of the cottage, rattling the shutters just enough to keep her alert. Somewhere beyond the thin walls, an owl cried out once and then fell silent, leaving behind a hush so complete it felt unnatural. The silence pressed against her ears, thick and oppressive, until she found herself holding her breath without realizing it. Her chest tightened for reasons she could not name. It was not yet fear. It was anticipation without context, a child’s instinct that something was wrong long before her mind could identify the threat.

She stood slowly, bare feet whispering across the worn wooden floor, and crossed the small space to her bedroom door. The latch felt colder than it should have beneath her fingers. She eased it open, careful not to let it creak, and allowed the hallway beyond to reveal itself in narrow slivers of candlelight and shadow.

At first, she thought her eyes were deceiving her.

Her mother stood in the main room, back turned, posture rigid in a way that did not belong to casual conversation. Her shoulders were drawn tight, arms hanging too straight at her sides. There was a man with her—too close, close enough that Ainsley felt a strange flicker of irritation before fear ever had a chance to bloom. No one visited this late. No one knocked on their door after nightfall unless there had been death, illness, or news that could not wait for morning. Their home was not a place of evening calls.

The man’s voice drifted toward her, low and smooth, carrying the careful cadence of someone accustomed to being heard. It was polite in tone, almost charming. She could not make out the words, only the measured rhythm of them. Her mother responded with a laugh that scraped wrong against Ainsley’s ears—sharp, brittle, strained at the edges. It was not her mother’s laughter. It was something forced, something balancing precariously on the edge of fear.

That was when the candlelight shifted just enough to illuminate the stranger’s face.

He looked human.

That detail lodged itself into her mind and embedded there like a splinter that would never fully work its way out. He was tall, well dressed for the era, his coat fitted neatly, boots polished despite the rural setting. His dark hair was combed back with meticulous care. His posture was controlled, deliberate. Nothing about him screamed danger. Nothing about him betrayed the violence waiting beneath the surface. His features were refined. Calm.

Nothing monstrous.

Nothing that should have warned her.

That was the lie.

The moment stretched thin, taut as pulled wire. Ainsley leaned forward without realizing she had moved, her small hand tightening painfully around the doorframe as her heart began to thud harder against her ribs. The world narrowed to the space between the stranger and her mother.

Then he moved.

Not with wildness. Not with haste. Just certainty.

His hand rose in a smooth arc and threaded into her mother’s hair. The motion was almost intimate—almost gentle—until his grip tightened and he yanked her head back with such sudden, brutal force that Ainsley felt the air ripped from her own lungs. Her mother’s mouth opened to scream, but the sound never had time to become whole.

Teeth sank into flesh.

The noise that followed was obscene—wet, tearing, intimate in its horror. It was a sound Ainsley would hear in dreams for the rest of her existence. Blood struck the wall in a violent spray, bright and shockingly alive against the pale wood. Her mother’s body convulsed violently, hands clawing at the stranger’s shoulders before her strength began to evaporate. Her knees buckled. Her heels scraped desperately against the floorboards as he held her upright long enough to drain what he wanted.

Ainsley tried to scream.

Nothing came.

Her body betrayed her entirely. Limbs locked. Jaw frozen. Lungs stuttering uselessly as terror wrapped its fist around her throat and squeezed. She could not blink. Could not breathe properly. Could not step forward or backward. Her mother’s body struck the wall with a sickening thud when he released her, the impact hard enough to split old wood and leave a jagged crack running downward. She slid slowly to the floor, leaving behind red streaks that looked disturbingly like claw marks dragged by something desperate to hold on.

Her mother’s eyes remained open.

They saw nothing.

The stranger straightened as though concluding an ordinary task. He wiped his mouth with the back of his gloved hand, casual and composed, like a gentleman cleaning himself after a meal. He adjusted his coat. He tilted his head slightly, listening—not to her mother’s fading breaths, not to the drip of blood pooling on the floor—but to something else.

Ainsley would later swear that his gaze flicked toward the hallway.

Toward her.

Toward the narrow crack in the door behind which she trembled.

For a fraction of a second, his lips curved.

Not wide. Not theatrical. Just enough to acknowledge that he knew.

Then he turned away.

He walked toward the front door with unhurried steps, as though leaving after a social visit. The latch clicked shut behind him with quiet finality, the sound small but absolute.

Ainsley collapsed.

Her knees gave out without warning and she struck the hallway floor hard enough to jar her teeth. The impact finally broke the paralysis gripping her limbs. Sound returned violently—ragged sobs tearing free from her chest in harsh, uncontrollable bursts. She clawed at the wood as though the ground might slide away beneath her, dragging herself forward inch by inch into the main room that smelled thickly of iron and something newly dead.

The candlelight flickered over devastation.

Her mother lay twisted unnaturally near the wall, hair matted dark with blood, dress soaked through. The pool spreading beneath her reflected the flame’s weak glow in trembling ripples. Ainsley crawled the last few feet on shaking arms, her palms sliding in red warmth that had not yet cooled. She reached for her mother’s shoulder, then hesitated, as though touching her might make it irreversible.

She touched her anyway.

The skin was still warm.

But the life inside it was already gone.

“Ma,” she whispered. 

“Ma—please—”

She reached her mother’s body and recoiled at the heat soaking into her palms, not because it burned, but because it felt wrong—too alive for something that had just been emptied. Blood pooled thickly beneath her, spreading in slow, determined ripples across the warped floorboards, slick and viscous, clinging to her fingers as though it meant to mark her forever. 

The smell was immediate and overwhelming, copper and salt and something darker beneath it, something animal that made her stomach twist violently. Ainsley gagged, swallowing bile, but she did not pull away. She forced herself closer instead, knees sliding in red, nightdress absorbing what had once been her mother’s life. 

With trembling hands that would not steady no matter how hard she tried to command them, she pressed her fingers to her mother’s neck, trying instinctively to find the source of the bleeding, as though locating it might give her control over it. Her skin smeared crimson under Ainsley’s touch, and she pressed harder, desperate, ignorant of anatomy, of inevitability, of the fact that nothing she did now could reverse what had already been stolen.

She pressed harder.

Harder still.

It did not matter.

The pulse she sought was gone. The warmth that had shocked her moments before began to drain rapidly, retreating from her mother’s skin like water sinking back into sand. Her mother’s flesh felt unfamiliar beneath her hands—loose where it should have been firm, slack in a way that made Ainsley’s mind refuse to accept what her body already knew. She shook her gently at first, then with growing urgency, her sobs breaking loose in raw, fractured bursts that scraped her throat until it felt torn open. She begged. She called her mother’s name over and over, the word losing meaning with each repetition, dissolving into hoarse, broken syllables that echoed off the cabin walls and died there.

Nothing answered.

No breath returned. No eyes blinked. No miracle intervened.

There were no neighbors close enough to hear her cries, no lanterns flaring in nearby windows, no pounding footsteps approaching in alarm. There was no doctor within sprinting distance. No church bells. No divine intervention descending from the rafters. The world beyond those walls carried on in perfect indifference, wind moving through trees, night creatures hunting their own prey, stars cold and distant overhead.

Only her.

Thirteen years old and alone in a room that no longer felt like home.

She staggered to her feet at last, limbs heavy and unreliable, and stumbled back toward her small bedroom. The floor seemed to tilt beneath her, the hallway stretching too long, the shadows shifting unnaturally as though the house itself had transformed into something unfamiliar. She reached her bed and seized the blanket without thinking—the one her mother had stitched by hand years before, patchwork squares sewn with patient care during evenings by firelight. 

The fabric slipped from her grasp once, then again, her fingers too slick with blood to hold it properly. She wiped her hands against her nightdress without looking and tried again, clutching the blanket tightly against her chest as though it were something fragile that needed protection.

Carrying it back felt like crossing a battlefield.

The scent hit her again the moment she stepped into the main room. Her mother had not moved. The blood had spread farther. The candle flame near the hearth flickered weakly, illuminating devastation in wavering gold light. Ainsley knelt beside her and unfolded the blanket with trembling care, laying it gently over her mother’s body as though she might disturb her if she were too rough. 

She tucked it around her shoulders first, then down along her sides, smoothing the fabric with shaking palms in slow, methodical strokes. It was too small to hide everything. Ainsley adjusted it again, and again, as if neatness could restore dignity to something so violently undone.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, the words slipping out without direction.

“I’m so sorry.”

The apologies tangled with her sobs until her chest ached from the effort of drawing breath. She pressed her forehead against the blanket, feeling the fading warmth beneath the stitched cloth, and rocked slightly where she knelt. Her tears soaked into the fabric, mingling with blood beneath it, and she did not know how long she remained there—minutes, hours, maybe an eternity compressed into one endless stretch of grief.

The house no longer creaked in comfort. It stood silent, as though even it understood something sacred had been torn away.

And in that silence, Ainsley realized that whatever had left through the front door had not simply taken her mother.

It had taken the last fragile piece of childhood she possessed.

.

“I’m sorry,” she kept saying. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry—”

Time lost all meaning.

The candle burned out.

Cold crept in.

When the door finally burst open again, the sound was not gentle—it was violent, wood striking wood hard enough to rattle the hinges and send a tremor through the thin frame of the house. Ainsley’s head snapped up at once, hope exploding inside her so fiercely it bordered on pain. For a single, blinding second she believed—she truly believed—that everything might reverse itself, that her father’s presence alone might undo what had been done.

He filled the doorway like a storm rolling in from the dark, boots striking the floor with heavy, uneven force, shoulders sagging beneath the weight of a day’s labor that no longer mattered. The smell of sweat, tobacco, and cold night air followed him in, and then he saw it. He saw the blood first—the red staining the floorboards in grotesque shine under flickering candlelight. 

His eyes tracked upward, slow at first as if refusing to register what stood before him, and then they locked onto the shape beneath the blanket. The color drained from his face so quickly it seemed to vanish in a single breath, leaving him ghost-pale, lips parted but voiceless. The exhaustion that had bent his posture hardened instantly into something jagged and unrecognizable. 

His jaw clenched so tight the muscle twitched along his cheek. The air between father and daughter thickened, charged with shock, disbelief, and the kind of rising fury that comes not from anger alone—but from unbearable grief seeking somewhere to land. 

“No,” he breathed. 

“No, no—”

He dropped to his knees beside his wife so hard the impact cracked against the floorboards, his hands immediately grabbing at her shoulders, at her face, at anything that might anchor her back to the living world. 

“No—no, no, no,” he breathed at first, as though denial alone could force her chest to rise again. 

Then the denial shattered. He shook her—once, twice, harder—her head lolling unnaturally beneath his grip as he shouted her name over and over, the syllables breaking apart into something feral. 

“Wake up! Goddamn it, wake up!” 

His voice rose into a scream that scraped itself raw against the walls, splintering into hoarse fragments as grief tore through him. He pressed his forehead against hers, then pulled back violently as if proximity might reverse what he was seeing. 

“Who did this?” he demanded of no one, of the air, of God, of the darkness itself.

Ainsley scrambled toward him, slipping on the blood she had already knelt in, her words tumbling over one another in frantic desperation. 

“Father, there was a man—he wasn’t right—he had teeth, he bit her—he—” 

The explanation broke apart in her mouth, horror and panic colliding into incoherent bursts. She tried to touch his arm, to force him to look at her, to make him understand that this was not an accident, not some domestic tragedy. 

“He was here, he grabbed her, there was so much blood—” 

But her voice sounded small against his fury. Small against the enormity of the loss. He rounded on her suddenly, eyes wild and unfocused, and in that moment she saw something terrifying shift inside him—grief curdling into blame, into something that needed a target. His chest heaved with ragged breaths, hands still slick with his wife’s blood, and Ainsley realized with a cold, sinking dread that the explanation she so desperately needed him to hear might never reach him at all.

He didn’t hear her.

Grief twisted into something ugly.

His eyes found her, wild and unfocused.

His hand struck her without warning.

She never even saw the strike coming.

One moment she was reaching for him, desperate, words breaking apart on her tongue, and the next his hand connected with her face so violently that the world snapped sideways. The crack of flesh against flesh echoed sharp and ugly in the small room. Her head whipped to the side, vision exploding in white sparks, and her body lifted off balance before she was thrown backward entirely. 

She hit the floor near the wood-burning stove with a sickening thud, shoulder striking first, then her hip, then the back of her skull bouncing hard enough to make her ears ring. The iron edge of the stove scraped against her arm as she slid, and pain bloomed across her cheek in hot, pulsing waves. She tasted blood instantly—metallic, thick—where her teeth had cut into the inside of her mouth.

Air burst from her lungs in a strangled gasp she couldn’t control. For a terrifying second, she couldn’t draw another breath. Her chest seized, ribs aching, the impact leaving her stunned and disoriented. Tears sprang to her eyes, blurring the sight of her father looming in candlelight, his silhouette jagged and shaking. She curled inward instinctively, arms wrapping around her middle as though bracing for another blow, her body folding small against the cold floorboards. 

Her cheek throbbed where his hand had struck, already swelling, the skin burning and tender beneath the smear of her mother’s blood still clinging to her face. She lay there gasping, small, broken, the world tilting violently around her, realizing that in a single breath she had lost not only her mother—but whatever safety her father once represented.

“You did this,” he snarled.

She shook her head violently, tears streaming, crawling toward him on her hands and knees. 

“I didn’t—please—you didn’t see—”

He stood slowly, towering over her, face slack with heartbreak and rage. He didn’t want sense. He didn’t want truth.

He wanted a target.

“You’re a devil,” he said. 

“Always were.”

The words hollowed her out.

He pointed toward the door. 

“Get out.”

When he reached for the knife, something inside her finally broke beyond repair.

She heard the scrape of metal before she fully understood what she was seeing—the slow, deliberate drag of steel against wood as he pulled it from the table where it had been left earlier that evening for cutting bread. The sound was not loud, but in that room, thick with blood and grief, it rang like a bell tolling the end of everything. Ainsley’s stomach dropped so violently she thought she might vomit. She scrambled backward on hands slick with red, heels slipping uselessly against the floor as he rose to his full height, the blade glinting in the trembling candlelight.

His eyes were wrong.

They weren’t wild. They weren’t even furious in the way she expected.

They were empty.

Empty of warmth. Empty of memory. Empty of the father she had known her entire life.

This was the man who had once lifted her onto his shoulders so she could reach apples hanging too high in the orchard. The man who had crouched beside her at the hearth and traced letters onto scrap parchment until she learned to read them on her own. The man who had pressed a kiss to her hair and sworn—sworn—that nothing in this world would ever hurt her while he lived.

Now he stood over her with a knife in his hand like she was something diseased that needed cutting away.

“Get out,” he said, voice low and shaking, but not with mercy. 

“Get the fuck out before I gut you myself.”

Terror tore through her body in violent, electric waves. Her heart hammered so hard it hurt. She kept backing away, palms scraping against the rough floorboards, splinters biting into her skin. She shook her head, sobbing, words spilling out in broken fragments.

“Father, please—I didn’t—I swear to you—”

He stepped toward her.

The blade rose higher.

And in that moment she understood with sick clarity that whatever love had lived in him had been drowned in blood. She was no longer his daughter in his eyes. She was a reminder. A witness. A target for the grief he could not bear.

Her world did not crack gently.

It shattered completely.

She didn’t argue.

She fled.

She moved without truly seeing what she was touching, her hands trembling and numb as though they no longer belonged to her. She grabbed whatever lay within reach—a small satchel from the hook near the door, a pair of stockings hastily stuffed inside, a crust of bread from the table that she nearly dropped twice before managing to force it into the bag. Her vision swam with tears, the room blurring into streaks of shadow and candlelight, every object suddenly foreign, stripped of familiarity. 

This had been her home. The walls had held laughter once. The floorboards had creaked beneath ordinary mornings. Now it felt like a grave.

She staggered toward the threshold, the open doorway yawning wide into the cold night beyond. The wind pushed inward, biting and sharp, carrying with it the scent of damp earth and smoke. For a fleeting, foolish second she hesitated—waiting, hoping that he might call her back, that he might drop the knife and collapse into regret.
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