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​NOTES:
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●  Have done my best to try and be consistent with US versions of floor/story. According to Chat, US use “Hallway” more than corridor.” They also use “Story” when talking about a house from an architectural point of view (e.g. “The house was three stories tall”), but they use “floor” when in POV (e.g. “The statue is upstairs, on the second floor”). I think I’ve kept everything sensical (first draft used UK - Ground, First, Second), but now everything should be (First, Second, Third) as I believe I’ve only made the building three (definite) stories high. I think I’ve left suggestion that it may go even higher, but I don’t explore this. 

●  Need to think about the line Thomas says “needs to leave by the time the sun goes down” and the rule of staying 5pm to 5pm. Does this work with the Spring/early Summer time of year?
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​Prologue
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1991

That night, Lydia dreamed of dogs.

Not the cute kind. Not chihuahuas, terriers, cockerpoos, or labradors.

No. 

That night, Lydia dreamed of wolves.

“Mama, help,” she screamed, racing through the dark forest, trees whipping by on either side. The ground uneven, each step a gamble on her ankles. They were right behind her. Just out of reach. But close enough to hear their growls, smell their dank fur. Feel the heat of their hungry breath.

Her cloak flashed in the silver moonlight, a red blur as it snapped around her shoulders. Her mind returned to the story Mama had read that night. Pages filled with a little girl and the hungry wolf that ate her grandmother...

“Mama! Help me!”

She saw it ahead of her, through the break in the trees that would not come closer. She was on a treadmill, the manor statue-still ahead beneath the full moon, Flopsy’s plush rabbit ears dangling and flopping in the crook of her arm. 

She reached out. 

Flopsy fell. 

Vanished into the night. 

Something gripped at Lydia’s dress. Tugged it sharply.

A triumphant howl and—

—“Wake up, now. We need to go.”

“Mama, what’s happening?” 

Fingers. Nails. Digging into her skin. Her whole body moved as she rose from sleep into darkness and panic.

“Darling. Up. Now.”

Grown-up hands gripped her childish frame. Lifted her from the bed, pulled Lydia from the warm cocoon of her sheets into the ever-cold of the manor. Her bare feet tensed on chilled stone tiles as she was placed upright and unsteady, eyes fighting to adjust to the gloom.

“This way.”

Her mother’s grip was a vice on her wrist. As she was dragged into the hallway, she was vaguely aware of the others. Eyes reflecting the moonlight cast through the large, chiseled windows. Her siblings. Each of them wary and staring, looking up and down the hall. 

Deep in the belly of the manor, something growled.

“All of you. Follow me.” Her mother held her arms out for the youngest, a girl still swaddled in baby blankets. The oldest and tallest of them, eight years old with dark hair and eyes wide, handed over the bundle, uttering a weak protest. “Mom...What’s...”

“Now.”

“I don’t...” the second eldest tried.

“Enough!” 

Their mother spun away, stepping toward the open window. Lydia didn’t know what time it was, but she knew it was late. The moonlight limned their mother, highlighting her wild hair, the deep grooves under her eyes, reflecting a fear that would haunt Lydia until her dying day. The baby stirred. “There’s no time. We have to...”

A singular, howling note rent the night. Feral. Primal. Enough to cause the baby to cry. For the three children to huddle together, their breath stolen, hearts galloping.

In years to come, Lydia would recall that moment, that singular beat of a second where their mother deflated. Where her tears welled, and her mouth drooped on either side. It was the moment Lydia understood true fear. The moment that childhood ended, and her running began. 

“RUN!”

They did. The two boys sprinted down the hallway, feet beating a drum march against stone. Their mother grabbed Lydia’s wrist once more, dragging her forward even as she juggled the baby in the crook of her other arm. Through the labyrinth of the manor’s hallways, spurred on by the impossible howls. Howls that neither grew nor faded. Howls that seemed to come from the walls themselves. 

Down the stairs to the second floor, past the statues and oil paintings of their ancestors. Bare feet slapping across long, ornately woven rugs that kicked up faint puffs of dust with each frenzied step. 

Down again to the first floor, a short run to the next flight of stairs. The boys were already ahead, guided by panic and a desire to save themselves.

Tears blurred Lydia’s eyes. The baby roused, complaining and gurgling against their mother’s thumping heart. It was only as they made it down the final flight and into the foyer of the grand manor that they heard it. 

The silence. 

Lydia let out a small squeak. “Mama...” 

“Shhh.” Her mother searched the foyer, until her breath shuddered and died.

“No.”

Lydia saw them. 

Stalking down the hallway.

Two violet eyes.

Two rows of glistening teeth.

A nightmarish creature, twisting in and out of the shadows.

Lydia barely had time to register the shape before her mother grabbed the back of her head, pressing Lydia’s face into her chest.  Barely felt the quick kiss on her forehead. Barely gripped the wriggling bundle that was forced into her arms. 

But she heard her mother’s scream. 

The creature’s frenzied roar. 

The doors groaned open, the two boys calling out in panic. Lydia was manhandled, thrown into the cold air that licked her skin with a frosty tongue. It took everything she had to hold the baby steady. Keep her safe. 

The baby wailed. The doors slammed shut behind her. Hands, helping Lydia up, taking the baby. 

Not her mother. Couldn’t have been Mama.

Because Mama was screaming. Bloodcurdling terror and pain.

Lydia knew this to be true, even as the screams shrank into silence. 

Even as the four small figures escaped across the lawn, heading toward the forest. 

Even as they crested the top of the hill a short while later, and looked down upon the nearby town, only a few buttery lights glinting in curtained windows.

Even as they sank to the ground, clutching each other tight, their minds caging away the memory of that violet-eyed demon. And, as the years blurred by, so too would the memories. The greatest, and most important memory to be forgotten, would be the promise that Lydia made to herself as the four of them approached the town under the golden glow of the rising sun, eyes red and blotchy from the tears that wouldn’t stop.

The promise that she made to herself never to return to...
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2006

...Wolfridge Manor.

Lydia shuddered. It already seemed like a lifetime ago that the cab had dropped her off on the far side of the woods, the driver giving her a deep look of concern before he sped back to town. With each step along the trailing mud path that led through the pine forest, she wished she hadn’t come.

Wished she’d made better life choices. 

Wished she was still at home in her stuffy apartment.

But she hadn’t, and she wasn’t. 

The sun was high, casting its rays on the manor grounds, much to the delight of the early blooming wildflowers on the unkempt lawn. Around the edges of the old stone building, Monarch butterflies, hoverflies, and fuzzy carpenter bees darted around the flowers and fragrant shrubs. 

In the center of the gravel drive was a feature set apart from the main building.  An ancient stone fountain. Several stone wolves were hewn across its three tiers, with strings of moss and lichen hanging from their faded jaws like moldy drool.

Was that working the last time I was here? 

Swiping a tattooed arm across her forehead, Lydia tried to process the uncomfortable feeling that settled in the pit of her stomach. 

She had next to no memory of this extraordinary place. Couldn’t remember the east and west wings that stretched around her like the arms of a giant’s embrace. Couldn’t recall the tangles of ivy that ran over the ornate stonework. Had no recollection of the multiple stories of the building, and the immense front garden complete with pebble stone drive.

The only thing she did remember was the little voice inside her head which told her to—

—Run!—

—get far, far away from here. And the fact that once, oh so very long ago, this had been her family home.

Lydia reached into her back pocket, drawing out the aged parchment envelope with a crimson wax seal. She’d cracked the seal but could still make out the family crest in the imprinted circle. Two wolves baying at a full moon with a dagger piercing its center.

Fifteen years...

It had been fifteen years since...

“Are you gonna stand out there all day staring or are you gonna give your baby sis a hug!” 

Lydia started, looking up to the thin sash windows directly above the large oak front doors. Emily Wolfridge, all red curls and even, white teeth, waved enthusiastically.

Lydia stared up, unable to smile, unable to reply. Suddenly her clothes felt too tight against her skin, the sun too warm.

Emily rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll come down to you. Wait there. Don’t move!”

Lydia adjusted the straps of her canvas backpack. Cracked pins and faded band badges decorated the front, the bag light and only half full thanks to her modest packing. 

She didn’t plan on staying long. 

Not if she could help it.

The doors flew open. A rush of warm air wafted from inside the manor, as though the building had just belched. Her nose wrinkled. A scent that Lydia didn’t recognize—sharp, unfamiliar, and wrong. Every hair on her arm stood on end.

“It’s so good to see you!” Emily wrapped her arms tightly around Lydia’s neck.

Emily was at least a foot shorter than Lydia, with keen green eyes that sparkled in the sun. She smelled of lilacs and lilies and, despite her misgivings, Lydia yielded to the embrace.

“Gosh!” Emily stepped back. “I can’t believe you’re here. James said you wouldn’t come. I told him he was just being stupid. How long’s it been?”

That was a question Lydia didn’t want to answer. Because answering meant acknowledging something that, for the last few years, she’d ignored with steadfast determination. The knowledge that her formative years had been fundamentally different to her siblings. In her other life, she was free. In this one, all it had taken to bring her back to her broken family was a piece of faded yellow parchment, some fountain pen cursive, and a wax seal. 

Luckily for Lydia, Emily didn’t get a chance to press for an answer. 

“Give her a moment to breathe, won’t you?” a voice called from the top steps, the figure standing in the shadow of the open front door. “She’s only just arrived. I imagine she wants to scrub off the journey, isn’t that right?”

At first, she didn’t recognize him. Puberty had hit James like a steam train, and the acne-ridden teenager who she’d once enjoyed screaming matches with during the midnight hours had blossomed into a fine young man. Gone were his wet-look gelled spikes and glasses, and in place was neatly combed hair and diamond blue eyes. He’d even thrown out his tattered denim jacket, replacing it instead with a short-sleeved plaid shirt, complete with a hood.

If she didn’t still see him as her awkward teenage brother, she might have thought a catalogue model had taken his place. 

James sensed Lydia’s trepidation, holding out his arms as he examined himself. Something gold flashed on one of the fingers of his left hand. “I know. I look a little different, huh? Then again, you’re not exactly as I last remembered you. Nice ink. When did you get those?”

Lydia shrugged. “Over the years.”

“I love what you’ve done with this,” Emily said, reaching into Lydia’s personal space and pinching a blonde stripe that flowed through her chestnut locks. 

Lydia pulled her head back, tucking the stripe behind her ear. “Thanks.” She looked past Emily to James. “Nice ring. Who’s the lucky lady?”

His cheeks flushed and his eyes hardened. “Don’t be a bitch. His name’s Cory.” 

A soft smile curled Lydia’s lips, a gentle warmth blossoming inside her chest. She met James’s gaze, the two of them exchanging a full, unspoken conversation before Lydia cleared her throat. “And what about the other one? Is it just us three, or are we going to be graced by his existence today?”

A strange look passed between Emily and James.

“What?” Lydia asked.

“We don’t know,” James answered, standing awkwardly. 

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

Emily batted away a bright yellow butterfly, “We figured that if he was going to reach out to any one of us, it would’ve been you.”

“Me?”

Emily smirked, though the humor didn’t reach her eyes. “You’re the dynamic duo that ran away.”

Lydia’s brow furrowed. “But doesn’t he need to be here though? Doesn’t this involve all of us? Isn’t that the whole point of this wildcard reunion? If he doesn’t come, what happens?”

James shrugged. “We don’t know.”

They stood in pregnant silence for a long moment. Somewhere far in the distance, a lone police siren wailed. The only sign that civilization existed outside of the grounds of the manor.

James took a deep breath, composing himself as he plastered on a practiced smile. “Look, until we know what he’s doing, why don’t you drop your stuff in your room? We’re all stuck here until this is over, so we may as well get comfortable. Plus, you must be exhausted from your trip from...”

Lydia didn’t answer, already sensing that James was trying to bait the location of her home from her.

James chuckled. “Worth a shot. Follow me.”

Emily skipped up the steps behind James. Her energy made Lydia grin as she watched, not quite believing that this was the young sister she had left all those years ago. While James had grown up, Emily was still filled with that joyous naivety that came with youth. Oh, to be sixteen again. 

Soon the world would kick that hope to the curb and she’d have to grow up.

Until then...

The oak doors banged shut behind them. The temperature dropped several degrees. The air inside the manor was thick, almost tangible with neglect and age. The marble floor was cracked. Each step they took echoed through the cavernous space. Faded tapestries hung limply from the walls, their stories lost to dust and decay.

“Remember how we used to race down these halls?” James’s voice was a welcome distraction, his gaze wandering the building as he lost himself to his own memory. “We’d have our arms out like we were airplanes.”

He stepped toward Lydia and grabbed her wrists, starting to pull them up. He winked and wriggled an eyebrow.

Lydia bristled and pulled back. “Don’t you fucking dare.” 

James dropped his arms and went into a fake slump.

"Besides, how could I remember? I was three years old." 

“What do you remember?” Emily asked.

“Nothing good.” She looked to James.

James’s smile slipped. “Only the good times. Then... nothing.”

That makes three of us.

They passed beneath a chandelier hanging precariously from the ceiling, half its crystals missing. With each detail she noticed, Lydia’s shoulders bowed, forced down by the weight of hundreds of years of memories and unseen eyes.

Emily stared open-mouthed around the space. “I cannot believe we used to live here. This place is huge.”

James guided Lydia up a grand staircase, their footsteps muffled by the violet and gold carpet cascading down the stone steps. The next landing was just as opulent, with hallways sweeping off in multiple directions. Instead of chandeliers, sconces lined the walls, flickering with weak electricity inside dust-lined cases. Statues lined the walls, great stone things of regal men, each as different as the last. Except for the carved wolves sitting beside them, each stone pet almost identical. 

Despite herself, Lydia kept glancing over her shoulder, expecting to see eyes watching her. In the back of her mind was a low-level snarl that she couldn’t shake away.

“I know it seems gloomy, but I don’t think we’ll be staying long,” James said, watching Lydia without her realizing. “As far as I’m aware, we meet the lawyer, sign what we need to sign, and agree what needs to be agreed. I’m not sure why the letter said to bring an overnight bag, but whatever is going on we’ll be done by morning.” He paused, his expression softening. “If staying here is too much for you, I saw a bar in town that supposedly does good food. They’ve got a pool table and darts too, so if you wanted to hang for a little bit before we—”
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