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Introduction

It has been ten years since the last Cthulhu Cymraeg book was published and dozens, if not hundreds, of volumes of tales have been published in the intervening decade that claim inspiration from the writings of American author H.P. Lovecraft.

Certainly many things have changed in that period but the influence of Lovecraft’s work only continues to grow—and the process shows no sign of abating. His writing has been translated into over 30 languages and a host of books, comics, TV programmes, films and games from across the globe bear the brand of his influence, either directly or indirectly.

Behind this internationalism lies the relatively little-known fact that this increasingly influential American author drew inspiration from a writer born in Wales. Lovecraft first came across the work of Caerleon-born Arthur Machen in 1920. In his 1927 essay Supernatural Horror In Literature he said “Of living creators of cosmic fear raised to its most artistic pitch, few if any can hope to equal the versatile Arthur Machen.”

Several critics and commentators have claimed that, without Machen, Lovecraft as we know him today simply would not have existed. What is obvious is that, without his discovery of Machen’s work, he would have been a very different author.

What Lovecraft took from Machen’s tales were the compelling hints that the ancient still survives alongside the modern, and that the previous tenants of this land (or even this world) might not have entirely relinquished their claim upon it. Lovecraft imbued these ideas with a cosmic scale, suggesting that we insignificant humans are regarded coldly—if at all—by the uncaring universe that surrounds us.

His aesthetic concept of cosmicism spreads its shadow across all the tales included here, yet they each have a quality that reflects some aspect of the uniqueness of the Welsh people or the landscape of Wales, sometimes both.

The first story in the book, Paul Lewis’s evocative ‘The God Of The Green’, blends genuine cosmic terror with a folk horror tale that puts the Welsh landscape centre stage.

J. L. George’s highly poignant story ‘The Last Days Of Don Juan Jenkins’ takes us to the United States, where a visitor’s quest for the truth behind his ancestor’s pursuit of a Welsh legend has a very different outcome to the one he’d hoped for.

The powerful ‘Strzyga’ by C.M. Saunders imports a truly terrifying European legend to the heart of mid Wales, possibly as a prelude to something much worse.

‘The Madness of T.S. Vargiven’ by Charles Wilkinson introduces us to someone who may well be a distant relative of Herbert West, experimenting with evolution in an isolated and benighted rural village.

The landscape is almost elevated to the status of a character in John Llewellyn Probert’s deeply unsettling ‘For I Have Seen The Darkness Moving’, which gives us a very different take on recent Welsh history to the one we are used to.

Set in the trenches during World War I, my own story ‘Mad Gods And Englishmen’ features a real military unit—the 38th (Welsh) Infantry Division—but neither the characters or the events depicted are real, of course.

Charles Wilkinson’s troubling ‘The Men, Hurrying’ provides a relatively brief coda to the book, in a tale that darkly hints at the survival of Lovecraftian cult activity in a cherished Welsh tradition.

For those not familiar with the Welsh language, the word Cymraeg is the Welsh word for ‘Welsh’. A rough guide to pronunciation would be Come—Rye—followed by a hard G (as in ‘gag), with the emphasis on the second syllable. As for the pronunciation of Cthulhu … well, that’s not a Welsh word so I can’t help with that, I’m afraid.

It could be argued that Lovecraftian horror is one of the few areas of world literature that Wales can claim to have had a hand in helping to create. For that reason, it feels only right that Welsh authors should be given the opportunity to explore the landscape of cosmic horror that Lovecraft conjured up so effectively. This volume aims to tread some of the less familiar paths that lead through that night country.

Lastly, I would like to thank the other authors for both their imagination and their dedication. We are in the fortunate position of having a group of talented writers, either born or living in Wales, who are able to adeptly conjure up their own visions inspired by Lovecraft’s work.

- Mark Howard Jones

Cardiff, January 2026


The God of the Green

Paul Lewis

There was a vial of blood on the top shelf of the fridge. A clear plastic tube with a plastic screw cap. Her mother had been a nurse, but Cariad saw no reason for her to have kept a blood sample at home. She nearly said something. Instead, she took out the milk and put it on the counter where Uncle Graham was stirring tea bags around two mugs. “Thank you,” he said, with a sad smile. While he was not her real uncle, his grief was as real as hers.

Having splashed milk into each mug, he handed the bottle to Cariad, who returned it to the fridge, again ignoring the blood. She would ask about it later, not when they were having their first conversation since arriving home from the hospital. They sat at the table in the kitchen, which was unchanged since Cariad was small. Graham had been around that morning to put the heating on ready. It was December, bitterly cold. The cottage still felt clammy even by early evening. Or maybe that was just a symptom of grief.

“You’re sure about staying here?” Graham had already offered one of his spare rooms on the drive from Hereford, not wanting her to be alone.

“Yes,” she said. “Thank you again but …” Truth was, she could not explain why she wanted to stay. Not when everything she saw sparked a memory that in turn triggered another crushing wave of sadness.

The cottage was almost two centuries old, built of red sandstone with beamed ceilings and leaded windows. Kitchen and living room on the ground floor, two bedrooms and a bathroom on the first. Not exactly a mansion but it had been her home for her first eighteen years and she loved it, even if she had not returned as often as she should have in the twenty years since she left.

Her last visit had been in the summer of the previous year. Another visit had been discussed only to be abandoned like so many others. And each time the fault lay with Cariad. Boyfriend break-ups, work demands, lack of time or money or both. Now she had finally made it back, but only when it was too late to matter. She didn’t know what felt worse. The grief or the guilt.

“Well, the offer still stands. Until, you know.” Graham made a gesture that encompassed the entire cottage. “You’re comfortable with being here.”

“You’re very kind.” There was much more to say to him, but her throat had constricted. If she tried to speak, she would only start crying again.

One small mercy was that she had been with Mum at the end. The train journey from London to Hereford two days ago had taken close to three hours but to her it had seemed like an age. As always it had felt like escaping one world for a gentler one, the noise, the chaos, the sheer exhaustion of the capital giving way to green fields and hedges, old dry-stone walls. There was a sense of life slowing even as her mother’s life was fading.

Cariad had stayed at the hospital, dozing fitfully in a lumpy cot at Mum’s bedside. Graham had spent as much time there as he could, given the demands of his work. But he slept at home and that was where he had been when Mum died. It had happened at six-thirty that morning. When Cariad had phoned to tell him, Graham had walked from his house to Mum’s to put the heating on. Then he had driven to the hospital to provide a shoulder to cry on.

Now there they were, Cariad, numbed by loss, thinking of it as Mum’s cottage when it was hers to do whatever she wanted. Selling it was out of the question. It was alive with memories, a physical connection with the woman who had brought her into the world and had loved her unconditionally. There would be time to think about what to do with it once the funeral was over.

Then there was Uncle Graham. Or just Graham nowadays. He had been a family friend before she was born. A bachelor who became a surrogate father when Dad’s heart gave out while she was only just into her teens. Dashing in the 1970s photo of him with her parents, framed and displayed on the living room mantelpiece. Tall, dark haired, a smile that could have eclipsed a movie star’s. Graham was much older now, hair more grey than black, but he stayed trim, was in excellent health and still handsome for his age.

Like many doctors she knew, he could be patronising and domineering, but he was capable of great kindness too. On the way home from the hospital, he had stopped at Tesco, insisting Cariad shopped with him, not wanting her sitting in the car with her thoughts. He had insisted on paying for everything, although he bought nothing for himself, saying his order would be delivered next week. Cariad was sufficiently stocked up to see her through Christmas and beyond. Christmas. There it came again. That sudden urge to cry.

Graham wore a suit to work but was a casual, sometimes scruffy dresser at home. Now he had on a baggy old jumper, faded green with a scattering of holes, seams coming apart in places. When he reached out to put the mug down, the sleeve rode up, revealing a webbing of scars around his hand and wrist. One was recent enough to be scabbed. “Looks nasty,” Cariad said.

“What does?” He followed her gaze. “Oh that.” He swivelled his wrist as though examining it. “Nothing serious. I should really get a gardener.”

Her mother’s hands were always scratched and cut. Keeping the garden clear when it was surrounded by forest was, she used to complain, a never-ending task. “Mum had the green fingers in our family, not me.”

“Mine are not exactly green either,” Graham said. “They’re mostly red. Bloody brambles. Literally. My blood. They’re taking over the place, I swear.” Spoken with forced joviality as he stood. Tall, spare of frame, he towered over Cariad. “I’d best be off. Tough day ahead of us.”

Cariad nodded agreement as Graham pulled on his coat. They were seeing the funeral director in Hereford the following afternoon. Cariad had expected a home visit, but Graham felt it better for her to get out of the house. He had already warned her it was likely the funeral would not be until January. Cold winters meant more elderly deaths. “I know, and I’m dreading it,” she said. “I’m glad you’ll be with me. I can’t thank you enough. For everything.”

He offered a thin, darting smile. “We’re family in all but name. All each other has left. Now try and get some rest. We’ll talk in the morning.”

Icy air blasted in when she opened the front door to let Graham out. It was only as she closed it behind him that she realised she had forgotten to mention the blood. Now she came to think of it, Graham had put away the shopping. Surely he would have seen the vial when he stowed the groceries in the fridge. No matter. There had to be a reason. She would ask him tomorrow.

For a while she wandered the cottage, feeling a need to rediscover it even though she knew it inside out. The living room was spacious enough for a sofa, two chairs, glass-fronted sideboard filled with ornaments and trinkets, with the TV on the wall facing the sofa. The old stone fireplace was occupied by a wood burner that was hardly ever used because it gave out too much heat.

As she stood gazing at the photos on the mantelpiece above the fire, Cariad found herself waiting for the sound of the front door opening, Mum returning home from Graham’s practice, where she had worked since retiring from the NHS at the age of sixty. And where she had been found unconscious on the floor after the stroke. Poor Graham had found her, had done what he could to keep her alive until the paramedics arrived.

Upstairs, Cariad hesitated outside her mother’s room. Although the door was open, entering would feel like an intrusion, as if she might disturb Mum asleep in her bed. Couldn’t help but picture her as she had been in hospital, looking too old, too pale and frail, sprouting all those tubes and wires. Cariad shook her head and continued along the landing, past the bathroom and airing cupboard to her room, with its dated floral bedding and curtains.

Suddenly exhausted yet too wound up to sleep, she showered and dried, then stood at the bathroom cabinet’s mirrored door, peering critically at her reflection. Barely five-two and slim from running but there was grey in her short black hair and dark circles under her eyes. Time was catching up.

Sorry now that she had looked, she put on her pyjamas and returned to the kitchen where she made coffee and a sandwich despite not feeling hungry. A different kind of emptiness gnawed at her insides.

Restless, she went over to the kitchen window and stared out, seeing nothing but her pale ghost in the darkness, the spectre of the kitchen behind her. The front of the cottage overlooked the green, its single Victorian iron lamppost making her think of Narnia whenever it snowed. But the kitchen, at the back, faced onto the walled garden and the woods beyond, the trees a towering dark mass. Remembering the scary stories the grown-ups had told as kids, Cariad felt cold all over and turned away.

Finally, she surrendered to her heavy eyes and took herself off to her room, only for sleep to remain maddeningly elusive. She tossed and turned for what felt like hours. The sounds of the cottage settling kept her awake, along with the gusting wind and creaking trees; her bedroom, like the kitchen below it, overlooked the woods. Sometime past midnight she finally drifted away and woke to a room filled with weak wintry light. She was left with a dwindling sensation of running, something huge and shadowy and bad behind her, the stench of blood and rot in the air. Shivering, she threw back the quilt and dashed to the heating control in the airing cupboard, flicking it to constant.

She hurried back to the warmth of her bed, quilt pulled up high, sobbing as memories of her mother crashed into her head like waves on a rocky shore. The radiator pinged loudly. The pipes rumbled and gurgled. Even through her tears, Cariad wondered, only half in jest, if the old boiler was about to blow up.

Forcing herself out of bed, she showered and dressed, then trotted downstairs to put the kettle on. Soon she was washing down scrambled eggs with black coffee while she checked her phone. It had been the last thing on her mind yesterday. There were so many unread texts and WhatsApp messages from friends and work colleagues, asking about her mother. With everything still feeling too raw, almost unreal, she decided she would wait for the funeral arrangements to be confirmed before letting them know Mum had died.

She stared out at the woods while she washed up. The trees were a wild, brooding presence even by daylight, stretching away in both directions. They came right up to the back wall, over which a tangled wave of brambles had tumbled. Controlling them was a constant battle. Mum always complained it was such arduous work. No wonder Graham had been so badly scratched.

It was not quite nine. They wouldn’t have to leave for Hereford for at least another three hours. Too long to be moping around, alone with her thoughts. Instead, she texted Graham to say she was going for a run and would be ready by noon. She needed to clear her head, not more sympathy, however well intended. Running had always been her way of dealing with stress, wherever she was, even on holiday. It explained how she had remembered to throw her running gear into the suitcase before leaving London when she had forgotten so much else. Force of habit.

As she pulled the front door shut, the ache of knowing Mum would not be there when she returned was almost unbearable. Breath steaming ahead of her, eyes stinging with cold and with tears, she set off at a brisk walk to warm up, cutting across the green and onto the path that skirted the village hall and led into the woods. If there were any people out, Cariad did not see them.

Moments later the woodland, ancient and dense, had closed in around her. Continuing along the path, she gradually increased her speed until she had started to run. Slowly at first but before long she was moving at her usual rate, her pace and breathing settling into a comfortably familiar rhythm.

Although the woodland covered a large area of borderland, she knew the hidden ways of her own little part of it as well as she did the streets around her shared London flat. Cariad and her friends had played among these trees as kids. The terrifying stories of the God of the Green their parents had told them were, she realised in later life, intended to scare them from wandering too deeply into the woods.

Instead, they had the opposite effect. They would dare each other to venture further in, scaring themselves silly by repeating the stories, which always ended with reckless children having their blood drained and their bones devoured by the hungry god in question. Finally, when the stories got too much, they would race back, shrieking with laughter, to the safety of the village. Now Cariad knew where she wanted to go, nostalgia and a sense of loss nipping at her as memories of happier, more innocent times resurfaced.

The skeletal trees looked so pale in the weak winter light that she had a sense of leaving her own world behind and slipping into some mysterious other realm. She kept up her pace, devoid of life’s cares and worries while she ran, only stopping to rest fifteen minutes later when she reached her destination, a grassy clearing at the centre of which was a long flat rock known to locals as the Green Altar. Its name was derived from its shape and the thick bouncy moss that carpeted it. Another landmark on the map of Cariad’s childhood.

Here the air was still, the silence broken only by her breaths. It was eerily quiet, even for winter. No birdsong, no cars in the distance, no planes overhead. A cloud must have passed across the sun because the woods turned dark and the shadows between the trees seemed to take on a life of their own.

A shiver ran down her spine. She became convinced she was being watched. Don’t be such a fucking baby. Determined not to surrender to the urge to look around to make sure she was alone, she rubbed her hands briskly together to warm them and prepared to start running again, anxious to get home. The woods had become oppressively gloomy, as though time’s clock hands had twirled forward to early evening. The sensation of being watched was like an itch that grew in intensity until it became overwhelming.

When Cariad peered at the trees ahead of her, the darkness between them appeared to deepen, to coalesce into something unnatural and monstrous lying in wait. Annoyed with her skittishness but unnerved all the same, she turned to run back the way she had come. As she did, she could have sworn a tall shadowy mass detached itself from between the trees to follow her.

Panting heavily, her heart and feet thumping so loudly she could not have heard if there had been anything in pursuit, which of course there was not, she sprinted along the track before cutting across scratchy undergrowth to reach a wider path she recognised as leading back to the village. Feeling safer, she was about to slow her pace when a deafening clattering erupted overhead, as if the branches were being violently shaken, rattled by a wind that must have been swirling higher up because it did not reach down to the path.

Finally, at the edge of the wood she came to a juddering halt, lungs and leg muscles burning. With the sweat in her hair feeling icy, she pulled up her jacket hood and walked on jellied legs out from the trees, past the hall and across the green to the cottage, still angry with herself for getting worked up over nothing. Her nerves were stretched, her mind playing tricks with shadow and sound. That was all it had been. Something else to blame on her grief.

Once home, she stood under the shower, the water as hot as she could take, sluicing away the lingering effects of anxiety until she finally relaxed. Or at least as relaxed as she could be, given the impending visit to Hereford.

Which went about as well or as badly as it could have gone, depending on how she wanted to look at it. They were subdued during the drive to Hereford, each alone with their thoughts and their grief and, in Cariad’s case, a lingering sense of unease, as if whatever unseen presence she had imagined stalking her in the forest was not yet ready to give up the chase.

Graham wore a suit and tie. Cariad was dressed casually. Not out of choice but because she had not packed any formal clothing before her dash across London to Paddington. There would be time to rectify that before the funeral. The service would be humanist, which was what Mum had always wanted, followed by cremation. The funeral director, David, told them the date would be confirmed as soon as possible but it would not be until early January.

David was a few years older than Cariad, a round-faced, softly spoken man with thinning blond hair. He had been incredibly apologetic but made it clear the delay was out of his hands. The crematorium was fully booked. He hoped they would understand. They left with his promise that he would take care of everything. They only had to look out for themselves and each other.

“That David was nice,” she said on their way to the car park two hours later. Graham had treated her to a light lunch that Cariad, not hungry, had still felt obliged to eat, then pottered around while she hit the fashion stores. The cathedral city’s Christmas lights and decorations had helped to cheer her up.

“Of course he is. David’s one of us,” Graham answered, taking the keys from his pocket and opening the boot so Cariad could stow her shopping bags.

She frowned. “What do you mean, one of us?”

“Born in Dygwyrdd. Emigrated to Hereford when he got married. Never forgot his roots, though. He’s talking about moving back with his family. A good lad. Looks after us, charges considerably less than the going rate. That’s why everyone in the village goes to him when they—well, you know …”

Returning home, there was no trace of the anxiety that had kept them quiet during the outward journey. Cariad had resigned herself to a prolonged stay in Dygwyrdd ever since Graham warned her to expect a delay. Now it was confirmed, she felt almost philosophical. Graham would doubtlessly be keen to involve her in whatever plans he had for Christmas. That was fine. Whatever he asked, she would go along with it. She felt she owed him that much.

As they crossed from Herefordshire into Powys, from England into Wales, he tooted the horn twice, chuckling quietly. Cariad remembered him doing the same whenever he had driven them to shopping trips to Hereford when she was a kid. An image flashed into her mind. Her in the back, Mum up front with Graham. It was dark, quite likely close to Christmas, because Cariad had been bouncing around on her seat with excitement. She turned to stare out of the window, not wanting Graham to see the tears welling up in her eyes.

With Dygwyrdd no more than ten miles away, he abruptly turned to her and asked, “How would you feel about having visitors?”

“What?” She almost stuttered, the question catching her out. “When?”

“Tomorrow. Just your mum’s friends. I mean, everyone liked her. Loved her, I should say. But some were closer than others. She was one of theirs, so to speak.” By which he meant Mum had been born and raised in Dygwyrdd, not an incomer like her father. It really was one of those places. “Would you mind? They’ve been asking. There will only be three or four of them. I’ll be there to play host and make sure they don’t outstay their welcome.”

For a moment Cariad said nothing. Of course, she knew Mum’s friends and had liked them as child. But with her living away for so many years, they were strangers and she did not want to be suffocated with sympathy. Then she relented. They had been Mum’s friends, and it felt wrong to snub them. And they had been considerate enough not to have knocked at her door already.

“That would be nice,” she said, hoping she would not live to regret it.

“How about three o’clock?” Graham sounded pleased. “Just a few of them, I promise. We’re having our usual bash two nights hence. If you feel up to it, you could come along. You can catch up with everyone else then.”

Having a few old dears tell her they were sorry about her mother over tea and biscuits was one thing. The annual Christmas party in the old village hall was another matter. It was her idea of hell, something she had not missed since moving to London. With two days to go she would have to contrive a plausible excuse and if all else failed she could always claim a migraine.

They continued in silence, fields and hedges gliding past in an endless blur of green. Until they reached the outskirts of a neighbouring village where a field had been covered over in modern houses. Boxy, unimaginative, huddled together to squeeze as many as possible into the available space. More were going up in a field alongside. A garish display hoarding featuring stylised smiling parents and children promised affordable family homes.

Cariad had been too distracted to notice the development on the drive out. The sight of it now made her inexplicably angry. Graham must have shared her feelings, because he pulled over into a layby and turned off the engine. He stared out at the construction site and sighed. “Ugly, aren’t they?”

“They’re ruining the place,” she answered. “I know people have to live somewhere but we’ll have no fields left at this rate.”

An exaggeration, the borderland being still mostly green and pleasant. But that wasn’t the point. There were hundreds of former brownfield sites available for development. Except people didn’t want to live on old industrial estates. They wanted to live in the countryside, even if it meant destroying the very natural beauty that had attracted them in the first place. Dygwyrdd had so far been spared the same fate. But all it would take for that to change was a landowner needing money and a developer with plenty of it to go round.

“We’re lucky, where we live,” Graham said, as if reading her mind.

“For now. But it won’t last forever. Nothing does.”

He mulled over that for a moment, then started up the Mercedes. “I wouldn’t be so sure. We have the God of the Green protecting us.”

“I thought he ate children,” she joked.

“The old gods demand sacrifices,” he answered as he steered out of the layby, giving Cariad a twinkle-eyed glance to show her that he was joking too. Yet she could not help but think that deep down he might well believe it.

Dygwyrdd was reached by a turning off the Hereford to Brecon road, followed by two miles of single track flanked by woods. Viewed from above, the village appeared to nestle within a bite taken out of the forest. At its heart was a long oval green, around which the road looped before heading out again.

There were two dozen houses, a handful of which were scattered around the edge of the green. Mum’s cottage was at its farthest end, the most northerly in the village and somewhat isolated from its neighbours. The remaining houses were huddled in a curved terrace at the southern end of the green or on generous plots within the woods. Each was within touching distance of the trees. There was no shop, no pub, just the modest old wooden hall.

Graham’s home, chocolate box charming with its sandstone walls and thatched roof, was one of the oldest and certainly the largest in Dygwyrdd. Tucked away at the end of a lane branching off the road at the opposite end of the green from Mum’s, it had to be worth a small fortune. Graham, too, and not just because of the GP practice he co-owned. His parents, both surgeons, had left him the house as part of a substantial legacy. He was in many ways the village’s unofficial squire. Rumour had it he paid for the hall to be maintained when the district council abandoned it in a wave of spending cuts.

As they entered the village, they passed a slim blonde woman jogging across the green. She raised a hand in greeting as they drove by. Cariad did not get a close enough look at her to tell if it was someone she knew. Graham appeared not to have noticed her, concentrating as he was on the tight turn into the lane leading to his home. He parked up on the driveway. Just as Cariad was reaching out to open the passenger door she felt his hand alight on her arm.

“Can I ask you something?” he said, swiftly moving the hand away, as if worried his physical contact might have offended her.

“Fire away.”

“When this is over, the funeral that is, what are your plans?”

Cariad shrugged. She had not thought that far ahead. There had been a passing idea of renting the house or making it an Airbnb, but that had not gone anywhere beyond vague. There was no way she could bring herself to sell it. “Not sure. Go back to London, I guess. That’s where my life is now.”

“Well, here’s the thing,” he said, tentatively. “It doesn’t have to be. You now have a beautiful home in a beautiful area. You have me. And while you don’t have a wide circle of friends here, I’m sure we could change that.”

The truth was that Cariad did not have any friends in Dygwyrdd. To the best of her knowledge, they had all moved away long ago, just like she had. It was thoughtful of him to have suggested it, she supposed, but impractical.

“I have a job in London. A career. I can’t just—”

“You could work with me,” Graham interrupted. “Like your mother did. She loved the hospital, but it can burn you out if you’re not careful.”

“I think I have a few years left before burnout,” Cariad said in a light-hearted tone to avoid hurting his feelings. “But you never know. When it does get too much for me, I may well take you up on your offer.”

“Just think about it,” he said, staring at her with an intensity that struck her as misplaced and a little disconcerting. “That’s all I ask.”

“Okay,” she promised, knowing she would not.

“Cup of tea before you head back?” he asked once they were out of the car while Cariad was retrieving her bags from the boot. It sounded like a peace offering. Cariad felt too guilty to refuse. Minutes later she was sat at the large table in the large kitchen warmed by the Aga while Graham fussed around, making tea, cheerfully waving away her offers of help. He brought the cups over and sat at the table across from her. Then he clicked his fingers and made a gesture of remembering something. “Scone?” he asked. “From the bakery by the practice. They’re rather good.”

It had been a long, upsetting day. Cariad just wanted to finish her tea and go home. Then it struck her that it had been a long, upsetting day for Graham too. He probably just wanted some company. “Go on then. One won’t hurt.”

Graham rolled his eyes. “Like you need to be worried, with all that running you do.” As he went to stand, he winced and pressed a hand to his back. It was a reminder that, while he looked good for his age, he was old.

“Sit down,” she ordered. “Tell me where everything is and I’ll do it.”

The scones were in the bread bin, the jam in a cupboard, the butter and cream in the fridge. “If you’re going to have scones then you might as well go the whole hog,” Graham declared, with the gleeful defiance of one who had been told they needed to keep an eye on their cholesterol.

The fridge was in the utility room alongside the kitchen, one of those oversized American style models with double doors top and bottom. In the fridge, Cariad found butter and cream but little else. A pack of diced chicken. Some carrots, a few tomatoes, a bag of mushroom stir fry that was a day out of date. Oh Graham, she thought sadly. He must be living on frozen meals.

On impulse she opened the freezer doors, pulled out the uppermost drawers to inspect their contents, only to recoil at the sight of the blood vials that rattled around so loudly that Graham must surely have heard them.

There must be twenty or more. Cariad leant forward, not believing the evidence that her eyes had presented to her. What the fuck?

Nothing she could think of could explain this. Nothing. A single vial of blood, yes, well, there could be a reason for that, however unlikely. But this, Cariad thought, eyeing the frosted vials with a feeling of dread radiating out from her stomach, this was insane. This was the work of—what, a serial killer? She could have laughed. The idea of genteel old country squire Graham as a serial killer, a collector of trophies, was ridiculous.

But, then again, they reckoned it was always the most unlikely ones.

There may well be more in the drawers below, but Cariad could not look. Head spinning, stomach roiling, she breathed in and out, slowly and deeply, until she no longer felt like throwing up. She only just remembered to bring the butter and cream with her when she returned to the kitchen. Graham looked up. His smile at once downshifted to an expression of concern.

“You all right, Cariad? You’ve gone very pale.”

She could not meet his eyes. For the first time in her life she wondered whether she really knew him at all. Yes, it could be perfectly innocent, but she could not think how. What in God’s name had he been doing? Not that she wanted to dwell on that, not with him sitting just a few feet away. For the first time in her life, Cariad was uneasy, almost nervous in his presence.

She put the butter and cream on the counter. “Felt a bit faint back there for a minute.” With an effort she raised her eyes to meet his while forcing down the tremor that threatened to undermine her voice.

“Is there anything I can—?” He made to rise from the table, his bad back apparently forgotten.

Cariad quickly shook her head. “I’m tired. Haven’t slept much in days. Then arranging the funeral earlier. I guess it all caught up with me.”

Aware she was almost babbling; she made a move towards the door to the hallway. “Best to go home, I think. No—don’t get up, not with your back. I can see myself out. I’ll give you a shout in the morning, okay?”

“Of course. I can’t imagine how hard this must be on you.” Concern was so deeply etched into his face it struck her as false, almost mocking. Like he knew that she knew. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?”

She edged towards the door. “An early night and I’ll be right as rain.”

“Of course you will. But promise to call me if you feel any worse.”

“Sure, though hopefully I won’t need to. Night, Graham.”

“Goodnight, Cariad.”

Lacking the energy to return his smile, Cariad went out into the hall, collected her coat and shopping bags, and let herself out. Hurrying along the lane towards the green, she imagined the front door crashing open, Graham giving chase, intent on dragging her back. Instead, only the swish and rustle of the trees broke the silence, the forest somehow giving the impression of being alive even in the still winter air. It was almost dark, the sky a deep purple. The Narnia lamp was on. More lights shone from the houses scattered around the green, television screens flickering through curtained windows. Such comforting normality felt beyond Cariad’s reach. She had never been lonelier.

Though the cottage was directly ahead of her, she could barely see it in the shadow of the woods. Trees loomed over its roof like the sheer walls of a castle. She shivered. Maybe she was coming down with something. Then again, maybe being sick over Christmas was not the worst thing that could happen. It would give her the perfect excuse to stay clear of Graham.

By now she had convinced herself that finding the vials had not been down to chance. With hindsight it had been so obviously contrived. The scones. The bad back. Graham would have known she would check the freezer once she saw the fridge was bare. Would have known it was in her nature to want to look out for him. He had used that to manipulate her into finding the blood. But why, when only an hour ago he was asking her to stay?

Too confused and upset to want to think about it, she continued to the cottage, letting herself in and standing in the hallway for a few moments with her eyes closed while warm air wrapped around her like a hug. This was her safe place. Whatever game Graham was playing, he was not playing it here. Despite everything, the very idea struck her as laughable. It was Graham, for god’s sake. Good old dependable Uncle Graham. Not some Tinder date who turned out to be a violent nutjob, but the closest thing she had to a father.

She roused herself, making a conscious effort not to let it bother her. Feeling defiant, she went to the kitchen and put her phone on the table while she took a wine glass from a cupboard. There was a bottle of Tesco’s finest white in the fridge. With that whole odd business in Graham’s place, she felt she deserved it. The blood vial was still on the top shelf. Well, duh, course it was. Cariad ignored the vial, reached out for the wine bottle, then hesitated.

It was a crazy notion, but she had to be sure. Letting the fridge door swing shut, she opened the freezer door beneath and pulled out the top drawer.

And there they were. A dozen or so of them. Her breath hitched as she checked the two lower drawers in turn. Each had its own stash of frozen blood, nestled among the frozen peas and the frozen chips and the frozen loaves of bread. Cariad barely made it to the table and the nearest chair before her legs gave out. With her elbows on the wooden surface and her fingertips pressed to her temples, she fought back tears and a crushing sense of betrayal. Because it wasn’t just about Graham now. Mum had clearly been involved too.

Could it be something linked to his work? A research project, with Mum supporting him, collecting and freezing blood samples until … The idea died an early death. Cariad knew she was clutching at straws. None of it made sense.

The phone vibrated, its screen lighting up long enough for her to see Graham had texted. Ignoring it she went to the fridge, brought the bottle to the table, and filled the glass almost to the rim. Her hand trembled as she poured. That angered her and she redirected the anger at Graham. Whatever was going on, he would have been the instigator. Mum had doted on him, would have fallen in with anything he had asked of her. Cariad was not such a soft touch. If he thought that by making her find the blood she would somehow go along with whatever weird shit he was up to, he had another think coming.

Taking the wine into the living room, she finished it over the course of two hours spent slumped in front of the TV. She channel surfed, unable to focus on anything. With the heating on all day, the house was a furnace. That and the wine made her so drowsy she had to drag herself off the sofa and upstairs. Her head had no sooner touched the pillow than she was asleep.

There were bones in her dream, bones piled as high as the sky. A sky that was alien, the moon crimson and twice the size it should be. Something was coming through the trees for her. Something huge. Something that roared loudly enough to set the ground trembling under her feet. Something that made her whimper in mortal terror, yet she could not move, could not escape as desperate as she was to run. A monstrous shadow loomed over her—

Cariad sat upright, choking down a scream, then collapsed back onto the pillow. Her heartbeat and breathing gradually slowed and the paralysing fear faded, leaving only a lingering image of a bone tower beneath a blood-red moon. Within seconds even that was gone, blown away like dust on the wind.

She closed her eyes and must have slept again because when she opened them a thin beam of light had striped across the bed from a narrow gap in the curtains. Nothing remained of the dream. While Cariad could remember waking from a nightmare, she could not recall a single detail.

Drunk, she had forgotten to turn off the heating and was paying for it now. The bedroom’s dry heat worsened her hangover. With a groan of effort, she got up to shower, standing there until the water had blasted the fuzziness from her head. All the while aware she was delaying the inevitable. Eventually she would have to deal with what happened yesterday. Whatever the truth behind the blood, and she grudgingly accepted there could yet be an innocent explanation, however unlikely, she no longer trusted Graham.

In the kitchen, having intended only to make coffee and toast, she found herself suddenly ravenous and fried up a load of bacon, sausage, and eggs, wolfing them down as though she hadn’t eaten for weeks. Whatever had stimulated her appetite galvanised her into action too because she could not tolerate the idea of sitting there doing nothing while waiting for Graham to bring Mum’s friends around. Glancing through the window, she knew what she could do to pass the time and, in a small way, honour her mother’s memory.

Before long she was in the garden, old woollen coat on against the cold, black beanie hat wedged down over her head. Mum’s heavyweight gardening gloves were on her hands. The sky was grey, thick with low clouds. Snow had been forecast but so far there was no sign of it.

Cariad had dug out a pair of long-handled hedge shears from the shed and stood on the path before the brambles, eyeing them like a general appraising an invading army. They cascaded over the back wall separating the garden from the forest, encroaching to a depth of maybe five feet. The thick, impenetrable tangle had started to creep along the side walls too. It bristled with wicked-looking thorns that were larger than she would have expected. A flashback of Graham’s scars was all the warning she needed.

Right, she thought, and began thinning out the nearest brambles, experiencing a ridiculously satisfying kick as they tumbled to the ground with each snick of the blades. Cariad kicked them out of the way then took a few steps closer, determined to keep cutting until she had either got rid of the bush completely or was too exhausted to continue.

Then she felt a sharp, scratching pain in her right hand. Startled, she looked down to see it had somehow become ensnared in a bramble. Thorns like tiny daggers had pierced the bare flesh just above where the glove ended. Narrow streams of blood were already trickling along her wrist.

Dropping the shears, she reached out with her left hand to ease the bramble away only to gasp in shock and disbelief when another bramble whipped out of the tangled mass like an attacking snake and coiled tightly around her left wrist. Now both hands were caught. Cariad blinked, unable to process what she had seen. What the actual fuck? Brambles did not reach out and grab people, she told herself, even as their grip on her was tightening until the thorns had begun to push through the thick gloves, into her skin.

Whimpering with pain, sweating despite the cold, she tried to pull her hands free only for her frantic movements to cause the thorns to dig in even deeper. But there was nothing else for it. No matter how much it hurt, and it was already hurting like hell, she had to keep trying or she would be trapped outside in the icy air until her visitors arrived. Blood was now pouring from both hands, dripping like red rain on the garden path. Desperation kicked in and she began to shout for help in the hope of rousing a neighbour.

Then a third bramble unfurled and weaved through the air towards her. Cariad, rigid with fear, unable to look away, imagined it tightening around her neck or forcing its way into her mouth to silence her. The image tipped her into full-on panic. When it brushed against her face, she staggered back until her arms were fully outstretched. The brambles creaked and strained but they did not snap. Tears of frustration and pain blurred her vision. Dredging up a final reserve of strength from somewhere deep inside, she braced for a fresh onslaught of agony as she willed herself into taking one more step back.

As she did, the thorns relinquished their grip, popping out of her as the brambles unwound from her hands and wrists, unravelling like ribbons and retracting into the bush. Caught off balance, Cariad stumbled and fell back onto the path, her breath wheezing in her chest and her forearms glistening with blood. A yard or so ahead of where she lay, the tangled bush shook furiously as though something wild was thrashing around inside it. Dozens of brambles extended towards her, weaving like a sea beast’s tentacles. Almost sick with fright, Cariad scrambled away until she was beyond their reach. The rustling stopped. The searching brambles collapsed, as if conceding defeat.

Getting slowly to her feet, the effort of pushing up with her injured hands causing another flare of pain, she edged towards the cottage, not daring to look away from the wall even for a cursory check of her wounds. Judging from the pain, which by now had settled into a deep throbbing, and the extent of the bleeding there was a high chance she would need stiches. That would mean having to call Graham. She could not tend to her injuries unaided.

Only when she was in the kitchen with the back door shut did she finally feel safe. Her head was numb but that would not last. Eventually the shock would come roaring in. Using her teeth to pull off the gloves, she went across to the sink to turn on the taps, leaving a trail of red droplets in her wake. There was too much blood for her to properly assess the severity of the wounds. They would have to be cleaned before she could decide if she would be forced to call Graham. Which was the last thing she wanted but she might have no choice.

When she lowered her hands into the warm water it immediately clouded red. As Cariad washed the blood from each of them in turn, she started to see the damage was nowhere near as bad as she had feared. While she had prepared herself for the sight of ragged open wounds they were more like deep scratches. Even the stinging pain had faded to the point where it was just about gone. She stared at her hands in disbelief. How was that even possible?

Cariad shook her head, utterly bewildered. While it would be easy to blame everything on her rollercoaster emotions, not to mention a thumping hangover, she knew what had happened in the garden had happened for real.

Okay, so brambles did not attack people, but they had attacked her. Even now she was shaking, reliving the terror and pain she had endured while those piercing thorns had dug into her, and her blood had splattered the path. While unable to even begin to explain it, she knew beyond any doubt that she had not imagined it. Nobody sane imagined events that startling, and the scratches around her hands and wrists were proof she was not losing her mind.

By the time she had washed off the last smears of blood, the cuts were hardly visible and no longer hurt at all. They could have been weeks old. Cariad ached from the struggle to free herself and from falling to the path. For a time she considered cancelling the visit but decided against it. She’d have to come up with an excuse about being ill and Graham might insist on checking her over. Besides which, there was no way she would give him the satisfaction of believing he had won whatever crazy mind game he was playing.
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