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Act 1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 – The New House
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The car drew up on the road lined with other vehicles that crouched like beetles in the narrow spaces between kerbs. The houses themselves stood in a neat row, modern brick and pale render, square windows blank as unblinking eyes. Their own engine gave a final rattle and the brakes squealed a fraction too loudly, the sound bouncing off the clipped hedges and identical front drives. Jonah gave a startled hiccup in his seat, wide-eyed, then flailed his little hands as though conducting the noise. The smell of warm metal and oil leaked into the cooler evening air, sharp against the faint sweetness of distant cut grass. As the car settled and the ticking of the engine faded, everyone looked ahead at the house that was meant to be theirs, a mixture of hope and unease hanging in the air like dust caught in a shaft of sunlight.

Dad got out first, stretching his shoulders, jangling the new set of keys in his hand as though the sound itself might open a path into this strange street. In another moment the bright blue front door was swinging on its hinges, paint still gleaming as if it had been touched only yesterday. The chemical tang of gloss clung to it, mixing with the sour trace of turpentine and drying plaster. Dad gave a smile that looked equal parts proud and exhausted, his eyes already lined from the effort of long hours and the weight of getting everything ready for this new start.

“Welcome home,” he said, holding the door wide. His tone was warm, but a little too brisk, as though he wanted to set the moment firmly in place before anyone had time to question it.

Mum had already unbuckled Jonah and lifted him gently to Dad’s arms. “Take him for a minute, will you,” she said, giving Dad no room for argument. Jonah burrowed against his shoulder with a sigh, already half asleep from the drive. Mum tried to keep her smile fixed, though her eyes flicked between Eli and Mira, who hovered uncertainly beside her. “There we are, love. New start, all of us together now.”

Dad turned slightly towards Eli, who was dragging his bag out of the back seat with unnecessary force. “And you, young man, will be starting at your new school here. It is only down the road, and it will make things easier for all of us. Just this year while we settle. We will see after that.”

Eli froze, fingers still gripping the strap. His mouth tightened and his shoulders bunched under his T-shirt. “What do you mean, new school? You said I would go back after summer. Everyone is there, all my mates. You said nothing was changing.”

Dad shifted Jonah awkwardly against his chest, the baby’s small fists pattering against his collar. “It is not forever. Only until I know this job is secure and the house is running properly. With the new tax plan and everything after Covid, we need some stability. You’ll manage. You’re strong.”

“That‘s not fair,” Eli muttered, but his voice cracked in the middle and he turned away quickly, stalking up the path. Trainers scuffing the fresh paving stones, the sound resonating in the otherwise sleepy street. Mira slowly trailed after Eli as Mum beckoned them inside. The hallway smelled sharp with paint and polish, and the new carpet underfoot released a faint gluey scent, as though it had not quite settled onto the boards beneath. The stairs creaked faintly when they put their weight upon them, not the familiar creak of old timbers but a hollow groan like something testing its voice for the first time. Boxes were still stacked neatly against the walls, labels written in Mum’s quick hand, but the rooms were already mostly furnished, the bulk of the hard work completed in advance of their arrival. While Eli and Mira had been staying with Grandma, even if that was only 7 miles away.

Mum led them into the first bedroom on the right. The walls were painted an unforgiving magenta, still reflecting pale light as if damp. “Eli, this one’s yours.” The bed was already set up against the far wall, mattress new and springy, with a duvet of his favourite movie, from when he was seven, folded neatly across it. A desk waited in the corner, varnish shining in a way that seemed too smooth, as though it had never been touched by ink or penknife. The shelves above it stood bare, not a single scratch to mar the surface. His tools, his experiments still boxed up though it looked like something had leaked. Eli hovered in the doorway, arms folded tightly, his lips pressed flat. “Smells like chemicals.”

“Smells like clean,” Mum corrected briskly, trying to lighten the air. “Once you have your periodic table posters up and your books and science stuff spread about, it will smell like you.” Eli gave no answer, only stepped further inside with a look that said nothing here would ever belong to him. Mira bit back a grin at his expression and followed as Mum carried on to the next room. Her own space was smaller, square rather than long, but it had a bright window that looked directly onto the back garden. Beyond the narrow lawn the wooden fence stood in neat verticals, and past that the edge of the forest loomed, a dark wall against the fading carmael-coloured sky. The trees hunched close, branches tangled like fingers clasped in secretive bargains. Their tips swayed restlessly, their silhouettes jagged against the last flare of daylight. Mum smoothed a hand over the fresh duvet, straightening imaginary creases. “Fresh sheets. Everything ready. I thought you’d like the view.”

Mira nodded, though she was not sure whether she liked it or not. The forest seemed too near, its weight pressing against the fence as though it might lean closer if she looked away. She imagined it waiting, silent and watchful, for them to settle before it made its move. Eli appeared behind her, leaning on the door frame with deliberate carelessness. “Yours smells weird too.”

“It smells new,” Mira said firmly, though the sharp tang of paint was still stinging her nose. From down below came Jonah’s sudden wail, thin and fractious, tiredness at last spilling over. Dad’s low voice rumbled in reply, soothing, though the sound barely carried through the hollow rooms. Mum brushed a lock of hair from Mira’s cheek. “It will feel strange for a bit. New walls, new beds. Give it a few nights, it will feel like ours.”

Mira perched on the edge of the mattress. It dipped softly, unfamiliar, the springs sighing under her weight. She thought of Grandma’s cottage with its crooked beams, plaster cracked like the veins of a leaf, lavender sachets tucked under pillows that carried their scent for years. There she had known exactly which stair would creak, where the light would fall at dawn, how the walls held warmth in winter. This house was smooth, blank, a shell that had not yet learned their names. On the landing, Eli muttered darkly, “Bet the forest is full of badgers the size of cows.” Mira laughed, the sound bouncing oddly against the new walls. “Or squirrels the size of horses.”

“Do not encourage him,” Mum called back with a smile, already retreating towards Jonah’s cries. Left alone, Mira leaned towards the window again. The trees were shifting with the wind, restless, secretive, as though whispering in a language she could almost understand. A shiver traced the length of her arms. She pulled the duvet over her lap, pressing the fabric tight against her knees, and told herself it was only nerves, nothing more.

Downstairs, Dad was speaking softly to Mum, his voice strained though the words were blurred by distance. Eli dropped heavily onto his bed in the other room, springs squeaking in protest, a sound that felt oddly final, as if marking his surrender. Mira pressed her forehead briefly against the cool glass of the window. The garden below was empty, but the shadows at the forest edge seemed thicker now, clinging to the fence posts, refusing to disperse. She tried to picture the place in sunlight, imagined herself kicking a ball across the grass or reading under the open window in summer. For now, though, the darkness pressed in and she could not quite convince herself. New house. New beds. New start. It would take time. But it was theirs now, and she would have to make it hers, even with the forest breathing quietly just beyond the garden fence.
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Chapter 2 – First Morning
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The kitchen smelled of paint and toast, which Eli found to be a disagreeable combination that made him wrinkle his nose as soon as he sat down. Mum had found the kettle in one of the jumble of boxes last night and had insisted, tea first, as if clutching a mug would anchor them to a place that still felt borrowed. Jonah was buckled into his high chair at the foot of the table, a spoon in one chubby fist, cornflakes spiking out across its cut-stock surface like so much enthusiastic static. The cereal mostly appeared to be slipping down his bib and onto the tray, as he hummed a toneless little tune. Mira sat across from it, pushing her sleeves down to cover her hands with the lingering cold of the new house. The boiler had kicked on, but heat appeared not to settle into the walls. The windows had a slight mist over them, distorting the view of garden outside. Somewhere outside a bird made a thin cry, already devoured by the ever-present sighing of the forest. 

“We’re out of milk,” Mum said, slamming the fridge door shut with an edge of annoyance. Its white shelves were empty and bare, shining back at her. “And bread that isn’t cardboard. A few bin liners too. I bought some last week, but evidently we’ve eaten through them.” Dad’s voice floated down to us from the loft, where he was digging halfway into a pile of suitcases. “Rainbows’ is up the hill. Can’t miss it.” His voice resonated strangely through the ceiling plaster, like someone talking through a mask. Mira looked sideways at Eli. He sat leaned over his mug, arms crossed so tightly across his body that his shoulders were sharp peaks under the fabric of his T-shirt. His dark eyes flickered over to her, tight. She recognised that look well enough. It continued, saying that he already had an idea of who would be selected to go on the errand. Sure enough, Mum pushed a folded note into Mira’s hand — her voice brisk but warm. “Go on, the pair of you. Get yourselves oriented. Bring home something decent for lunch. Jonah is going to need a nap soon, so I don’t want to be dragging him around the stores.” 

Eli emitted a low sound in his throat, which was part sigh, part growl. he didn’t argue aloud, but a moment later he was yanking his jacket on over his shoulders with twitchy motions. Mira zipped up her own coat to the chin, and they emerged into the morning together, their coats smelling slightly of dust and packing tape. The air outdoors was moist, smelling of the rain from the previous day. The hedges were silvered with a glaze of moisture and where the sun fell feebly on it, the roofs still shimmered in the new morning. Their new coats now seamed to smelled of fresh paint, as if the house had pressed itself onto them while they slept. Mira didn’t want to breathe it in too deeply. 

The high street disclosed itself to them, already animated by its morning babble. A white van was half parked across the pavement, its back doors yawned open as a man loaded crates of fruit onto a trolley. The oranges were bright and the green apples glistened wet in the early light. Farther on, the harsh metallic shaking of a shutter being pulled open reverberated off brick facades. Frying oil wafted in from down the street somewhere, warm and heavy, and Mira felt her stomach growl. Before it was visible in the gloom, Eli could sense the grey mass that was Rainbows retreated like a squat warehouse at top end of town, painted supermarket colours. Its car park was a hive of activity, cars snuffling into bays, trolleys clattering over the concrete in irregular ensembles. In its way it was reassuring, too: the suggestion of shelves full of everything they could desire; but it was also featureless, impersonal, yet another box that might have been anywhere from Cheltenham to Cardiff. “We could just go there, get whatever we want at once,” Eli said, nodding his chin toward it. He was careful to keep his tone casual, but Mira could still hear the edge under it. He was still mulling over Dad’s words from last night about the new school. 

“We could,” Mira agreed. “But Mum said bread. Proper bread.” She pointed across the road. Into this crouched a small shop, its windows steamed up, tiny droplets chasing one another down the glass. The door was banging open and shut, customers were coming in and out in a steady stream. A sign above the frame declared it ‘Ma Bakers Bakery’ in bright lettering, its paint a little faded with age. They could smell it before they’d crossed the road: warm, yeasty, alive. It folded around Mira as if it were a shawl and lifting her for a moment out of the grey street and into something domestic. 

Inside, the air was heavy with the aroma of dough and sugar. The counter ran the length of the shop, packed tight with loaves dusted in flour, baguettes with a shine and crisp, golden skin, several rows of crusty rolls and pastries glistening beneath hot yellow lights. Behind the counter, the hum of ovens punctuated conversation and ringing tills. A woman in front of them was raising her voice at the assistant and it carried through the small area. “Something getting into the bins again last night. And it’s not foxes! The assistant, a flour-dusted young man, whisked the loaf into a paper bag with practised skill. “Badgers?” he suggested without much interest. The woman snorted. “Badgers do not sound like that. Not unless they know how to laugh.” A couple of customers chuckled and shook their heads; the words hung in the air, but somehow weakly. 

Mira caught Eli’s eye. Her mouth twitched at the corners. He rolled his eyes at her, muttered, “Small towns, big imaginations,” and she was just about to beg his forgiveness when the bright angel in blue said, “Hi, what can I get for you today?” They bought a loaf still warm from the oven, the paper bag softening where steam was making it moist. Mira carefully placed it in their shopping bag, as though they were handling something delicate. She remained for an extra moment, allowing the smell to penetrate her lungs. It tugged at her out of nowhere, a memory blooming from the back of her mind: Grandma’s kitchen in Coleford, sunlight on wooden beams, that same bakery name stamped in blue across a paper bag. She neatly tucked that memory out of the way, not yet willing to give it away. 

They stepped outside, onto the street. The morning had crowded on them while they were inside.  A cyclist sounded his bell sharply, weaving through a group of pensioners clustered next to the bus stop. One man laughed, it was a raw, rasping sound, while another shook his newspaper like a weapon. Mira and Eli followed them farther down the hill. They walked past a newsagent, whose window was filled with dull magazines fanned by the leaden sky. Then a charity shop with sun-faded jumpers wearing sunglasses and lacquered hair on headless mannequins, and then a barber’s all trumpeting customers welcome while its red-and-white pole slowly spun in the breeze. From its door came the faint smell of hair tonic and cigarette smoke. At the foot of the hill, tucked alongside the roundabout was a Baggies, its red and yellow sign shining out against the damp air. Its parking lot was nearly full, half a dozen families adjusting trolleys piled with multipacks and vegetables streaked with dirt. Mira pocketed the place as yet another landmark, a little piece of this new map they’d charted without meaning to. “Big shop for when Mum finds out we forgot half the list,” Eli grunted, though with less of an edge to his voice. He seemed to be in a better mood from the scent of the bread. 

On the way back, the high street loomed. Two old men argued about football outside the butcher’s, their hands cutting through the air as though refereeing invisible matches. The voices would rise, then they’d fall laughing in the strangest places. Then a delivery driver stuck his head out of his cab to yell at the very same cyclist, who just gave him an angry flap of his arm. The town was squeezed in more closely than Coleford; all the edges seemed nearer, and bade its inhabitants be ever rubbing against each other. And the forest never left. When the street curved just so, Mira could glimpse its edge towering over the roofs, thick trunks tight together, branches twining into a wall of green and shadow. The mist that bound them had been silver in the half-light, it was silver still as the light grew. They turned to their house, Mira slowed by the warm loaf against her chest. She found herself compelling, the darkness so thick it felt as though she could almost see figures standing on the other side, peering in. “Don’t go getting all tree-obsessed,” Eli admonished, giving her a yank on the elbow. “They’ve been there forever. Not exactly news.” She allowed him to usher her forward, the heat from the bread soaking through the bag into her arms, but she turned around one more time before they went out of sight of the houses. The trees themselves, of course, had not been carried away. But they appeared closer than they had any business being, their shadows silently pushing against the town, if anything as if waiting. 
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Chapter 3 – First Day at School
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The kitchen clinked and clattered with the melody of a school morning, a little orchestra of spoons and cups and chair legs scraping tiles. Jonah banged his spoon against his bowl like a tiny drummer who had mistaken porridge for a drum kit, milk leaping in pale arcs that landed on his bib and the tablecloth and once, with perfect accuracy, on Eli’s sleeve. Eli groaned and dabbed at the splatter with a tea towel, scowling at his jumper as if it had betrayed him. The knit felt scratchy at the neck where the label rubbed, and he tugged the collar as though it were lined with thorns. The uniform was new, stiff, and smelling faintly of the plastic wrapper in had arrived in. White shirt. Forest green jumper. Black trousers. Forest green blazer with the school logo of a seven-point stag, antlers flaring like a crown, stitched tight in gleaming yellow thread. The colours were smart on a hanger and bossy in real life.

“You’ll live,” Mum said, pressing a slice of toast into his hand before he could invent another complaint. Her own hair was pinned into a knot that kept trying to escape, and there was a smear of something, flour or dust, along one cheekbone that she had not noticed. “Put some jam on it this time. Eat.” Dad had his jacket buttoned and the car keys crooked in two fingers, already in motion before anyone could slow him with the sticky details of breakfast. “Right. Let us get moving before the traffic gets any ideas,” he said, with a bright efficiency he wore like armour. The house still faintly smelled of paint around the doorways, as they shuffled for shoes and bags. Mira tucked her tie under the jumper, then pulled it free again because the knot looked messy. Her blazer felt heavy across the shoulders in a stiff grown-up way that made her stand a fraction straighter.

Outside, the morning lay damp and pale, a film of moisture still shining on the pavement. The car breathed a little cloud when the engine turned, and the neighbours’ hedges glittered with beaded water. As they pulled away, Mira glanced back at the line of trees beyond the fence, the forest still a dark shoulder resting against the edge of houses. It looked as though it had been there forever and would outlast the neat brickwork by centuries, the thought gave her a curious shiver that was not entirely fear. Ten minutes later the car nosed into the school car park and was instantly caught in a slow tide of blazers and backpacks. Haywood School rose in low blocks of brick and glass, its letters large above the reception like a polite shout. The stag logo was on banners near the gates and on the jumpers and blazers that flowed past them. Children swarmed through the entrance in clumps, voices bouncing off the buildings, a hundred conversations rising and falling like waves. 

Somewhere a whistle blew, thin and officious. The grass beside the path was wet and bright, and a blackbird darted across it with a worm, triumphant. The air smelled of wet tarmac and deodorant and floor polish and something faintly chemical that belonged to photocopiers. “New beginnings, You will be fine. Smile, say hello, and try not to set anything on fire.” He herded them through glass doors into the warm brightness of reception, where the buzzing lights made everything look too clean.

Inside, the building smelled powerfully of polish and printer ink. A tired-looking administrator in a charcoal cardigan, with a lanyard full of keys and laminated passes, materialised with a clipboard as if she had been waiting behind the desk for precisely this moment. “Mr Montfort?” she said, voice crisp enough to cut toast. “If you could just come through. There’s some paperwork to sort out for the lunch payment system.”

Dad gave Mira and Eli a brisk wave, and vanished down a short corridor with the administrator snapping open a door and saying something about signatures. The door closed softly and left Mira and Eli in the waiting area with a handful of blue chairs and a rack of school brochures with glossy photographs. The stag logo gleamed from every cover, the antlers picked out in a thread of metallic ink. Behind a small side desk, perched sideways on a chair with a maths book open but her pencil doodling vines in the margins rather than working sums, sat a girl about their age. She had dark brown hair tinged with red in the sunlight that did not bother with order and eyes that took in everything before deciding what to bother with. She looked up and smirked, not unkindly, as if she had been expecting them all along.

“New kids,” she said. “You have the lost-lamb look.”

Mira felt a prickle and lifted her chin, though only lightly. “Better than the, like you fell asleep on your homework look you seem to be proud of.” Eli folded his arms tighter and tried to enjoy his scowl. Before he could produce something clever or regrettable, a receptionist popped her head out of the office and pinned the girl with an expression that had probably tamed lions. “Carmina, do something useful. Take these two to their tutor groups. Take Miranda to 7H, Miss Harrison, room B2. And Elias to 9Y with Mr Pritchard in A11. Different blocks, so you will be running. And yes, get yourself back here pronto.”

Carmina rolled her eyes with exaggerated despair, snapped her book shut, and sprang to her feet as if pulled by a string. “Fine. Come on then, lambs,” she said, but there was a bright curl to her mouth that took the sting out of the words. She jerked her head towards the corridor and set off with a stride that assumed they would follow or be left behind. They did, half following, half staring at pictures and trophy cabinets along the way.

The corridor opened into a long artery lined with noticeboards. Posters for clubs and teams and concerts bloomed in overlapping layers, fresh paper laid over old staples. Mira’s eye snagged on a bright green flyer for the Eco. Council with a hand-drawn oak leaf in the corner, then on a stern notice about mobile phones. The walls were a careful pale cream that reflected the light, and the floor smelled of something lemon that had only just dried. The school felt enormous, but all its noise came in disciplined channels, tiers of sound rather than chaos.

“So,” Carmina said, stretching the word, making it an elastic band to flick, “Year Nine for you, right?” She nodded at Eli, eyes warm with amusement. “You have the hunched look. Year Nines always look like they carry the weight of the world on book encrusted shoulders. It is in the handbook.”

“I am not hunched,” Eli said, as he rolled his shoulders scowling as though he might scare them to obey his unspoken wish. “Of course not,” Carmina said. “Keep telling yourself.” Her grin flashed and was gone, replaced by a friendly briskness. “A block is this way, Science and Maths mostly in B. History and Geography are along the long arm, first floor. Pritchard’s all right. Knows everything and wears ties that have seen things. Don’t sit directly under the projector or you end up half blind. He likes old maps, you will be fine if you can answer at least one map question a term.”

They passed a run of windows that looked out onto a playground where a patch of tarmac with lines painted for different games glittered damply. Beyond, through a gap between buildings, Mira caught a sliver of the forest again. The treeline made the horizon look closer than it was, a green wall feathered with lighter leaves. For a second she felt that odd inward pull, a sense of being watched that she knew could only be nonsense, and then Carmina was pointing at a sign and they spun to the left. They stopped beside a door with a small brass plate that read: History — Mr R. Pritchard. The plate had been polished recently and the letters gleamed, though the door itself bore the scuffs of a hundred bags. Carmina rapped once, not bothering to wait, and pushed it open with cheerful ceremony. “Morning, sir,” she said. “Got you a new recruit.”

Mr Pritchard looked up from his desk. He was broad-shouldered, with a head of hair that had chosen its own direction and half rimmed glasses perched low on his nose. His tie was patterned with tiny compasses and sat a little crooked. The room before him was a sea of wooden desks with a patchwork of carved initials along the edges, maps lined the walls with corners curling where the pins were loose, and a blackboard with a list of dates that had been partly rubbed away and now looked like a code.

“Ah,” he said, and his expression opened like a door. “You must be Elias Montfort. Welcome to Haywood. Find yourself a seat and we will do the boring bits later. Today we are beginning the Normans. If you have opinions about castles, now is the time.” Eli muttered thanks and slid inside, his shoulders a little higher than before, trying not to stare too hard at the map of the British Isles that had been filled with colour like stained glass. Carmina leaned in the door frame and called softly after him, “Try not to snore through history, new boy,” and grinned when his scowl deepened. The door swung gently shut on the hum of the class.

“Come on, Miranda,” she said, and her voice changed key, warmer. “Science wing for you.”, “It’s Mira please, Miranda is for when I’m in trouble with Mum.”said Mira. “Ha, I know that one.” Laughed Carmina. They retraced their steps along the corridor and then took a different turn, this one past a row of lockers painted an earnest shade of blue. Someone had stuck a sticker above one that read ‘Hayweird * rules*’ in careful black pen, the italics a private joke made visible. Carmina snorted with fond exasperation. “Yes, we call it that. Hay-weird.  Because teenagers will find a joke even when there’s not one. Stuck like gum under a desk. You’ll hear it. Often. Just don’t let teachers hear you say it with too much joy.” Mira smiled, feeling some of her nerves unknot. “Do you call it that?”

“Only when it deserves it,” Carmina said, and pointed through a glass door into a long laboratory with high stools and benches scarred by a thousand experiments. “That lab always smells like rotten eggs if Mr Lewis has been enthusiastic. Do not sit at the back unless you enjoy smoke in the face. The fume cupboards have moods. Staffroom is that way if you are very brave and need a biscuit or two. And the vending machine by the gym eats pound coins for fun. Trust me.”

“Now that’s useful,” Mira said. “A proper survival guide.”

“I aim to please.” Carmina said, and for a moment the grin softened into something almost shy. “Miss Harrison is nice. She was my tutor last year. She remembers names and brings in tulips at Easter. You will be all right.” They reached a door with the now familiar small brass plate Science  — Miss H. Harrison. Inside, the room was already a hive of small noise, chairs scraping and bags thumping and voices that pitched up and down as people tried on new versions of themselves. At the front stood a woman in a navy skirt with a cardigan the colour of a spring sky. She had her hair in a twist that looked like it took no effort and a smile that settled the air. Carmina took the handle and held the door with mock ceremony as if opening a theatre. “And here we are,” she said. “Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

Mira paused on the threshold. Nerves fizzed along her arms like tiny sparks, not painful but insistent. She could feel the weight of the blazer across her shoulders and the small pull of the hem where it met her hips. She could smell the faint starch still holding the fold in her collar and the lemon-clean that lived in the floor. She looked down at the stag on her chest with its seven-point crown and thought of antlers catching light in a deep wood. Miss Harrison looked up and the smile found Mira without effort. “You must be Miranda,” she said, and the name sounded right in her mouth, neither stretched nor squashed. “Come in. Take a seat anywhere for now. We will get you settled.”

Mira stepped inside. An empty desk by the windows called to her with a view across to the playground, where a damp basketball lay abandoned in a corner. Beyond the outbuildings, through another incidental gap, she could see the forest again, the tips of trees moving like a slow breath. It was only trees, only the ordinary wind, but it felt like a presence that would be counted in the rhythm of the weeks as surely as double maths and Friday assembly.

“Catch you later” Carmina murmured, giving Mira a quick wink that made something inside her loosen. “I have to return to my thrilling post. If you hate it in here, find me at lunch and I will introduce you to the one vending machine that coughs up two packets if you speak softly.” Mira laughed before she could stop herself. “Thank you.”

“Do not thank me,” Carmina said. “Thank fate, or the stag, or whoever arranged your timetable.” She slipped away down the corridor with the same springing step, and the door sighed shut on her retreat. Mira found herself still smiling, as if the expression had decided to stay. Miss Harrison clapped her hands once, a light sound that travelled further than seemed possible. “Welcome, welcome Seven H,” she said. “Names in a moment. First, everyone find seats that do not encourage chaos.” The class laughed, the kind of laughter that made space for nervous newcomers. “Ah Miranda, are you good over there, by the window.”

”Yes Miss and it’s Mira, Miss.” She chimed as she made her way to her new space. “Perfect. Someone show Mira where to find her locker after registration.” A girl with a complicated braid raised her hand at once, beaming. Mira set her bag by the chair legs and slid into the seat. The desk had a shine left by a cloth this morning and the faint texture of spilled chemicals beneath, smoothed by time. She breathed through her nose and counted the things she could smell. Lemon, polish, someone’s bubblegum, and underneath it all a faraway green damp that might have been the grass or might have been the thought of the forest. She looked at the whiteboard where Miss Harrison had written Miss Harrison 7H and the date in steady letters and felt a small steadying in her chest, a sense that a shape was being drawn around the day.

Across the campus, in A block, Eli would be sitting in History with Mr Pritchard and pretending not to like maps. He would take a little longer to unclench because he was stubborn, and because Dad’s words about the new school still had barbs in them, but he would manage. Mira could almost feel the hum of him in another building, moving through the same morning in a slightly different key. Out in the corridor the bell rang, a round, carrying sound that travelled along the corridors and across the playground and out to where the trees held their breath. The room shifted and settled, the way a flock arranges itself on a wire. Miss Harrison finished organising the class with a flourish and smiled, her eyes bright. “Right,” she said. “Let us begin.” 

Mira smiled and lifted her pen, the first day of a new school, finally started.
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Chapter 4 – First Lunch
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The canteen doors opened with a groan of hinges and a rush of sound that made Mira halt on the threshold. The air hit her in a wave, heavy with the smells of chips and gravy, polish and floor cleaner, and underneath it all the hot metallic tang of steam trays. Trays clattered. Chairs scraped. Voices tangled together in a roar that rose and fell like surf. For a second she felt as though she had stepped into a storm rather than a dining hall.

Eli nearly collided with her, his shoulder catching her bag. He muttered something that might have been a curse and looked out across the sea of tables. “This is chaos.”

“Welcome to lunchtimes,” Mira said, though her own stomach was clenching at the sight. It was one thing to imagine lunch. Another to stand in the doorway as a hundred blazers swirled past, the stag logo bobbing on green fabric like a herd in motion.

The press of students pushed them forward, sweeping them into the queue. The serving line stretched beneath a bank of strip lighting so harsh it bleached the food into strange shades. Steam rose from rows of metal trays, the heat catching on the fluorescent bulbs and making everything look faintly radioactive. Piles of chips sweated under a film of grease. Sausages lay in a glossy heap. The custard in the pudding corner glowed a suspicious neon yellow, quivering in its own heat.

“Bet that stuff could strip paint,” Eli muttered, wrinkling his nose at the custard.

Before Mira could reply, a familiar voice rang across the din.

“Lambs! You made it to feeding time.”

Carmina slid into place beside them, moving through the crowd with the ease of someone who had been practising since Year Seven. Her blazer still bore the badge from reception, clipped at a jaunty angle. She fell into step, a hand at Mira’s shoulder as though guiding her through a battlefield.

“You look like you are about to faint,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Do not worry. It is not that bad. Just do not ask what the sausages are made of. Or the shepherd’s pie. Or the lasagne. Actually, best not to ask about anything.”

Mira laughed nervously. Eli gave her a flat look.

They shuffled along the trays, collecting spoons of chips that landed with heavy thuds on their plates, ladles of beans that slopped dangerously near the edge, and puddings that trembled like nervous animals. The queue crawled forward until they reached the tills, each station glowing with a green square of glass.

Carmina pressed her thumb against it with a practised air. The screen flickered, beeped, and turned green. “Magic,” she said, tossing her hair. “Your parents put money in, the school takes it out, and Big Brother knows how many hash browns you eat.”

Mira copied her, half-expecting the screen to flash red and declare ACCESS DENIED. Instead it beeped politely and let her through. Relief loosened her shoulders.

Eli scowled and muttered, “Brilliant. Now they can track what we had for pudding.”

Carmina snorted. “What, you think someone is going to knock on your door and arrest you for jelly crimes?”

They carried their trays towards the windows, weaving through a maze of tables packed with groups that seemed to know exactly where they belonged. The noise was dizzying. Every few feet someone shouted across the room or banged a tray for emphasis. At one corner a group of boys had stacked plastic cups into a precarious tower.

Carmina dropped her tray onto a table with enough force to rattle the cutlery, then swung onto the bench. Chips slid perilously close to the edge but did not quite fall. Mira set hers opposite and Eli, after a long moment of glaring at every other table, sat heavily beside his sister. He poked at his food with a fork as though it might reveal secrets if he stabbed hard enough.

“See?” Carmina said, picking up a chip with her fingers and biting into it. “Not so bad. Almost edible if you drown it in cat soup.” She jabbed a thumb towards the bottles lined up along the edge of the table. “That is what we call it. Cat soup. Because it is so thin you will not find a tomato in it even if you send out a search party.”

Mira laughed into her juice carton, nearly choking. Eli looked horrified.

Carmina squirted a scarlet stream across her chips with reckless delight. “The trick is to use enough that you taste nothing else.”

Mira tried her chips plain, chewed thoughtfully, and decided Carmina might be right. Eli grimaced and pushed his food around as though rearrangement might improve it.

Two girls drifted over with trays balanced easily on their palms. They greeted Carmina with nods and dropped onto the benches with the weight of familiarity. One peeled a banana with neat fingers. The other set down a pot of jelly that wobbled like a captured creature.

“Bins knocked over again behind the gym,” the banana girl said between bites. “Massive mess. Took the caretaker half the morning.”

“Not foxes this time,” the other added, lowering her voice. “Sounded heavier. My brother swears he heard growling near the woods.”

Carmina rolled her eyes skyward. “Yes, of course. Growling bins. Next you will say it was Bigfoot on lunch duty.”

The girls laughed, but one leaned closer, smirking. “More like that wild gypsy lad. You know. Keeps skulking round the forest. My cousin saw him. Creepy, apparently.”

Mira felt her pulse quicken. She leaned forward before she could stop herself. “Someone actually lives out there?”

“Not lives,” the girl said quickly, glancing at the others. “Just... hangs about. Doesn’t even go to school. Always skulking. Everyone says so.”

Eli groaned theatrically and dropped his fork. It clattered against the tray. “Oh no. Not another one.”

Mira’s face flamed hot. She ducked her head and fiddled with the straw of her juice carton.

Carmina’s eyes sharpened with delight. “Another one? What is that about?”

“Nothing,” Eli snapped, his voice sharp enough to cut. “Little girls and their crushes, that is all. Forget it.”

Mira’s head jerked up. “Shut up, Eli.”

Carmina grinned like a cat with cream. “Ooooh, secrets already. Welcome to Hay-weird.” She said it with relish, leaning on the italics.

The two girls laughed and carried their trays away, still trading whispers. Their voices melted into the general roar of the hall.

Carmina leaned back in her chair, her grin unrepentant. Eli attacked his chips as if they had personally offended him, stabbing and shredding them until they were nothing but grease and fragments. Mira sipped her juice with careful calm, but her cheeks still burned.

Outside the windows the sky was heavy with cloud, the light diffused and grey. The playing fields stretched damp and flat, the forest pressing close at the far edge. Even at a distance the trees looked thicker than they ought, as though shadows clung between their trunks longer than the weather allowed. Mira found her gaze drawn there again and again, each time pulling her attention from the chatter around the table.

Carmina raised her juice carton in a mock toast. “See? Told you lunchtime was not so bad. Stick with me, you will survive. Maybe even enjoy yourself.”

Mira smirked despite herself, lifting her carton in answer. Eli muttered something unrepeatable into his collar. For a moment the noise of the hall thinned, as if the tide of voices had receded. Mira felt a spark of something light in her chest, a flicker of belonging she had not expected to find so soon.
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Chapter 5 – Walking Home
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The final bell did not simply ring, it unleashed Haywood like a swarm shaken from its hive. The sound carried through every corridor, sharp and metallic, followed by the scrape of chairs, the slam of lockers, and the thunder of feet on polished floors. By the time Mira reached the main doors, the whole school seemed to be spilling out in waves, bags thumping against knees, blazers flapping open, voices carrying across the wide sweep of tarmac. The air outside was damp but fresher than the classrooms, the faint scent of rain lingering on the playground as if the sky had only just pulled its hand back.

The gate at the end of the drive acted as a bottleneck, and the crowd jammed there in a restless knot. Cars idled along the kerb, engines muttering, exhaust fumes sharp in the throat. Groups clustered around railings, making plans in shouts and laughter. A football bounced off a wall, chased by boys whose ties were already stuffed into pockets. Someone let loose a piercing whistle that made Mira flinch before the sound was swallowed by the general clamour.

She scanned the crowd until she spotted Eli. He stood by the railings with his arms folded so tightly his knuckles showed white, scowling at nothing in particular. His bag hung low on one shoulder, as though he could not be bothered to wear it properly, and his hair stuck damply across his forehead. Mira hurried over, adjusting her own strap before it slipped off.

“Long day?” she asked, trying for lightness.

“Long enough,” he said. The words dropped out like stones. He did not look at her, just flicked his eyes over the shifting crowd as though searching for something to disapprove of.

Before she could reply, a familiar voice cut brightly across the noise.

“Lambs! You survived Hay-weird!”

Carmina darted between two clumps of students, slipping past with the ease of someone who never seemed to meet resistance. Her grin was wide, her blazer slung loose over one shoulder, tie tugged down so it barely resembled uniform at all. She moved as though the crowd parted for her, even when it clearly did not, and landed beside them like she had always belonged there.

Eli groaned under his breath. “Do you have to call it that?”

“Obviously,” Carmina said without missing a beat. “Because it is. Hay-weird.” She drew the word out, making the italics audible. “You will thank me later for the translation guide. Come on, I will walk with you.”

Mira smiled despite herself. Eli sighed, but he did not object.

The press at the gate carried them out onto the pavement, where the tide of students fanned across the road in every direction. Car horns blared as teenagers darted between cars, laughing at their own recklessness. The sky hung low and grey, and the air tasted of wet tarmac and faint chips from a fryer somewhere down the street.

Carmina set the pace without asking, her stride quick but bouncing, as though every street had a story she was eager to spill. She filled the space with chatter, pointing out the corner shop with its fading sign, the alley that always smelled like chips even when the fryer was off, the quickest way across the estate if you did not mind your shoes turning brown with mud. Her voice carried like a thread through the noise of passing groups, looping back to catch Mira whenever she drifted.

Mira laughed at the details, caught up in Carmina’s rhythm, even when she did not fully understand the references. Eli stalked half a step behind, silent, his eyes darting between the people around them, as though he was listening for the gaps in Carmina’s stories rather than the stories themselves.

“Over there,” Carmina said, jerking her chin at a graffiti-tagged bus shelter. “That is where Year Elevens hang out when they want to pretend they are dangerous. They smoke one cigarette between five and call it rebellion.”

Eli snorted softly, almost involuntarily. Carmina’s grin sharpened.

“See? You do laugh.” She looked back at him with mock solemnity. “Careful, or your face might crack.”

“I am not laughing,” Eli said quickly, his voice flat.

“Of course not,” Carmina said sweetly. “This is your normal expression. Like someone stole your last biscuit.”

Mira clapped a hand over her mouth to smother a laugh, her eyes watering. Eli shot her a look that was more wounded than furious, which only made Carmina’s grin widen.

They turned off the main road and into quieter streets where the houses hunched low and neat, gardens marked by uneven fences. The pavement smelled faintly of wet leaves, though autumn was only just beginning to show in the trees. A dog barked from behind a gate, throwing itself at the wood as they passed, paws thumping like drums. Carmina waved cheerfully at it, unbothered, and carried on talking.

“Best corner shop is over there. They sell penny sweets in paper bags, but you have to ask or they will pretend they do not. Old Mr Bhandari runs it, grumpy as anything, but he sneaks extras if you make him laugh. Shortcut that way takes you past the garages. Smells like petrol and trouble, so it depends on your taste. And if you hear the ice cream van after half past seven, ignore it. It is not selling ice cream. Do not ask what it is selling. Just do not.”

Mira shook her head in disbelief, smiling helplessly. “How do you even know all this?”

Carmina spread her hands. “Because I live here. Knowledge is survival. Also gossip travels faster than light.”

Eli muttered, “Or you just make it all up.”

Carmina turned her head, eyes glinting. “Careful, grumpy lamb. If you accuse me of lies, I will make sure you get lost in the estate and end up in the nettle patch.”

Mira giggled again, unable to help herself. Eli’s mouth pressed into a tighter line.

By the time they reached the estate where Mira and Eli lived, the streets had grown quieter. The last clusters of students peeled off, waving or shouting goodbyes. Carmina gestured down a side road with a sweep of her hand.

“That way’s me,” she said. “Bottom end, near the garages. Tough luck, you cannot escape me now. I am practically your neighbour.”

Mira laughed, bright and unguarded. Eli muttered, “Brilliant,” under his breath, though his ears flushed faintly pink.

Carmina’s phone buzzed, a faint chime that seemed louder in the relative quiet. She pulled it out, glanced at the screen, and her grin faltered just enough to notice. She thumbed a quick reply, fingers moving fast, then shoved it back into her pocket as though it were suddenly too hot to hold.

“Who was that?” Mira asked, curiosity slipping out before she could stop herself.

Carmina shrugged, too casual. “Meh. Just a guy.” She stuffed the phone deeper into her pocket. “Nothing important.”

Mira’s smile lingered anyway, curiosity sparking brighter. Eli’s eyes narrowed, sharp and dark, though he said nothing.

At the corner, Carmina peeled away with a careless wave. “See you tomorrow, lambs,” she called, vanishing behind the line of houses as easily as she had appeared.

Mira lifted her hand in answer, waving until the corner swallowed Carmina whole. Only then did Eli speak, his voice tight enough to snap.

“See? That is what I mean. She is hiding things.”

Mira frowned, the warmth of her laugh cooling fast. “She is just a friend, Eli. We have been here two days and she is the only one who has actually spoken to us.”

“Yeah,” Eli said bitterly. “Worked so well last time.”

The words landed like a stone, heavy and unanswerable. Mira felt her cheeks flare with sudden heat. “Shut up. That is not fair.”

Eli shoved his hands deeper into his pockets, jaw locked. “I am just saying. You trust people too easily.”

Mira strode ahead, bristling, unwilling to give him the last word. Behind her, the street stretched quiet and damp, the sky pressing low, the forest visible between the rooftops. Its dark line of trees seemed to lean closer, as if listening.
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Chapter 6 – Evening Reflections
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The kitchen table looked less like a place to eat and more like a battlefield that had been left behind after a hurried retreat. Books leaned precariously against unopened boxes, exercise sheets spread thin across the pale surface, and mugs still streaked with tea rings waited to be claimed and washed. The overhead light burned too bright and too white, casting the table in a glare that made Mira’s page almost blind her as she bent forward, pencil tapping against the margin. She tried to focus, to hold her mind steady on the exercise sheet, but her eyes kept drifting to the clutter at the edges. Opposite her, Eli hunched over his maths book, the pale blue cover creased, his shoulders curved as though the weight of numbers had already bent him into shape. Between them toddled Jonah, face still sticky from the jam he had smeared at tea, his hands smudged pink and shining under the bulb. He moved like a tiny scavenger, reaching for crayons, rulers, or pens with determined grabs, scattering colour across the cream tiles as though the house itself had become his canvas.

Eli was the first to notice the danger, pulling his ruler back with a jerk as Jonah lunged for it. “Jonah—no!” His voice was sharp, but the toddler only blinked those round, unbothered eyes at him and grinned, unrepentant. He shifted course with the confidence of mischief and swept Mira’s pencil case off the table. It hit the tiles with a clatter, pencils rolling everywhere in a sprawl of red, green, yellow, and blue that skittered away under chairs and boxes. Mum sighed from the sink, sleeves rolled to her elbows, the water frothing white and iridescent bubbles clinging to her skin as she rinsed the dishes. “Leave them alone, sweetheart,” she said without turning, her tone equal parts patient and tired. “It’s their first day back.”

Mira bent down to collect the scattered pencils, muttering, “First day here, more like.” She reached for each bright stub of colour, the red vanishing beneath Eli’s chair leg, the green nudging against a box flap, the blue rolling to the farthest corner as though determined to escape. When she sat back down, Jonah had already found a new target. With a squeal of delight he pressed both his jammy hands into Eli’s open book. Neat rows of numbers smudged into grey-green streaks, the soft paper drinking the mess like ink into blotting cloth. Eli’s face flushed red, his mouth tightening as he snatched the book away and scrubbed at it with a tissue, the marks only spreading wider. “Brilliant,” he muttered darkly, scrubbing harder, his tissue tearing and leaving little white flecks that clung to the pencil smudge. “Absolutely brilliant.”

Mum laughed, soft and worn at the edges, but still warm. “He’s only little. You two survived your first days without too much drama, didn’t you?” Her voice had that soothing tone she used when she wanted an argument to dissolve before it gathered weight.

“Depends who you ask,” Eli said, and the way he kept his head bent over his ruined page made the words sharper. Mira lowered her eyes back to her own sheet, pretending to focus, but the corner of her mouth tugged upwards in a smile she didn’t want him to catch.

Dinner followed in a house that still smelled of paint and plaster, but for once the sharper scents were pushed aside by garlic butter melting out of chicken Kievs. The golden crust glowed beneath the kitchen light, scattering bronze crumbs that gleamed against pale chips, while French beans steamed in a vivid green that made the meal look brighter than it tasted. They sat around the same table now cleared of books, Dad at the head with his phone held low but lighting his face in flat blue-white, his thumb scrolling through the day’s news with practised indifference. Jonah sat in his high chair, spearing beans with his fork as though it were a game, delighted whenever one slipped away and landed with a splash of green on the floor. Mira tried to concentrate on her plate, on the yellow-gold glow of butter seeping from her Kiev and the glossy green of beans split under her knife, but her attention kept snagging on Dad’s phone light.

“So,” Dad said eventually, glancing up, “first day at Haywood. How did it go?”

Carmina’s laugh echoed in Mira’s mind, her mocking voice stretching Hay-weird until it had turned the school’s name into something alive. The memory almost drew a smile to her lips. “It was fine,” she said quickly, stabbing her fork into a chip. “Teachers are nice. Kids seem all right.”

“Met anyone?” Dad asked, his voice a touch too casual, as though he were already steering them towards the expected answer.

Mira hesitated, dragging a chip through the smear of garlic butter until it gleamed yellow, then said, “A girl called Carmina. She helped me find my tutor group.”

“Helped?” Eli muttered, his fork sinking into a chip so firmly it snapped. “More like shoved.”

Dad looked at him over the rims of his glasses, the reflection of blue screen-light flashing in the lenses. “Making friends is good. Helps you settle faster.” His tone brooked no answer, though Eli muttered something inaudible into his plate anyway.

When Jonah began rubbing his eyes, garlic butter still shining at the corners of his mouth, Mum scooped him from the high chair. His pyjamas were already patterned with green stains, and as she carried him upstairs his hand left a streak of red ketchup against her blouse. “Say goodnight!” she called, her voice softening with the stairwell’s echo. Jonah waved a sticky hand, fingers opening and closing like a small, sleepy star, before he vanished with her into the upper shadows.

Eli stabbed at his chips as though punishing them. “Not sure we need her kind of help,” he said.

Mira set her fork down, its silver gleaming against the white plate, and lifted her chin. “You don’t even know her.”

“I know enough.” His tone was flat as stone, unyielding. The silence that followed thickened with the smell of garlic and butter until even the clink of Dad’s cutlery sounded too loud.

By the time the plates were stacked, the beans left uneaten, and the surfaces wiped down, the house had shifted into evening rhythms. Dad had collapsed in front of the television, his shoes kicked aside, his feet stretched on the coffee table as though it had always been his rightful throne. The flicker of the crime drama lit the front room in restless pulses, alternating washes of blue from police lights, sudden flares of red sirens, and the white glare of torches cutting across the actors’ faces. He half-watched, half-dozed, his face slack in the changing colours.

Mira sprawled at the other end of the sofa, notebook open on her knees. Instead of homework she drew spirals that deepened into each other, dark blue pencil lines curling tighter until they became whorls of shadow on the page. The lead smudged her fingertips grey, leaving faint marks whenever she brushed her hand across the paper. Her mind drifted inwards with each turn, as though she were falling into the spiral herself.

Across the room Eli sat at his desk, lamp tilted low to cast a yellow pool of light onto squared paper. His pencil moved in sharp strokes, erasing and rewriting until the page wore thin, pale grey smudges spreading beneath the numbers. His jaw was set, his shadow stretched long across the floor, the yellow glow painting one side of his face while the other remained in shadow. Mira glanced at him more than once, wondering if he would say something, but his attention seemed locked in battle with the figures in front of him.

The house held its balance in those moments: Dad’s half-breaths aligned with the television’s flicker, Mum moving softly overhead with Jonah in her arms, and the two of them circling each other in silence that felt heavier than words. Mira finally broke it, her voice low, almost lost beneath the television’s hum. “She’s just a friend.” She did not raise her eyes from the spiral she was shading in darker blue, her words directed more at the page than her brother.

Eli did not look up, his pencil scratching on, steady as a metronome. “Worked so well last time, didn’t it?”

The words sliced through her, leaving heat blooming in her cheeks. Her hand clenched around the pencil until the spiral fractured into a jagged break. She snapped the notebook shut, the red cover thudding against her knee with finality. “That’s not fair.”

Eli shrugged without lifting his eyes, the movement half-shoulder, half-dismissal, and bent back over the pale grey figures that filled his page. The lamp’s glow turned the page gold at the edges, but the pencil marks remained stubbornly dark, shadows etched into a field of light.

Mira turned her gaze to the window. The garden was already shadowed, the grass dulled to an uneven patch of grey under the last of the day’s colour. Beyond the fence the trees gathered in a wall of black-green, their tops edged faintly with the bruised purple of the sky. The forest leaned against the horizon like something too solid to be distant, and she felt its press as though it were waiting just beyond reach.

Carmina’s grin came back to her then, vivid as paint. She saw again the way Carmina had darted between groups at the gate, the flash of her phone screen, the careless shrug when she tucked it away, and the laugh that had stretched Hay-weird until it had coloured the whole day. Mira held the memory like a bright thread against the dark shapes outside.

“She’s just a friend,” she whispered again, softer now, the words misting faintly against the glass as her breath clouded. But even as she said them she knew they were unfinished, the colours incomplete, like a picture only half filled in. The forest loomed beyond, black and green swallowing purple, and the night pressed closer.
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Chapter 7 – Carmina at the Cottage
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Carmina shoved the cottage door with her shoulder until the old latch gave way, the wood groaning in protest, and it slammed shut behind her with a hollow thud that rattled the frame. At once she was hit by the smell of the place, a layered, unruly perfume of polish rubbed into the sideboard decades ago, onions sweating on the hob, and something faintly singed as though a dishcloth had lingered too near the flame. Every time she came home the cottage had its own weather of scents, never quite the same, but always thick, clinging to her clothes as if marking her. She kicked off her trainers on the flagstones, the damp rubber releasing a sour tang of rain and mud, and padded further inside, letting her bag slump from her shoulder in a damp heap.

“Close it proper!” Gwenda’s voice floated from the kitchen, sharp and full-bodied as if she had been waiting for the chance. “You’ll let the draught in.”

Carmina rolled her eyes, not that anyone saw, and dragged the bolt across. The hallway smelled faintly of beeswax from the dresser and the sweet ghost of lavender sachets hung long ago, though both scents had been battered thin by years of cooking and coal smoke. She followed the strongest current — onion, garlic, and something green that steamed with a bitterness that caught in the back of her throat — and stepped into the kitchen where chaos was always arranged like furniture.

The room greeted her in layers. On the big oak table, pushed against the wall, a half-finished jigsaw sprawled across one end, cardboard giving off that faint dry-paper scent that reminded her of school corridors. The other end was buried under a leaning tower of newspapers, their ink smell sharp and musty at once, the older sheets yellowed at the edges where damp had caught them. The hob sang with bubbles and steam, a saucepan spitting up froth that smelt alternately of nettles, cabbage, and some strange metallic tang that made her teeth itch. All along the shelves that crowded the walls, Gwenda’s collection of jugs, jars, and glass alembics glimmered in the light. Some were cloudy with dust, some full of powders that smelled of cinnamon or soot, some half-filled with liquids that gave off faint whiffs of vinegar, honey, spirits, or things less easily named. They stood together like an army of old friends, each one familiar, watching the kitchen drama unfold through their glassy eyes. Carmina had grown up among them and thought nothing of it, but she knew strangers would stare; the sheer crush of bottles, the stoppered phials labelled in Gwenda’s cramped hand, the vast clay jugs that breathed out faintly sour notes of ale or mead gone stale.

Gwenda herself stood over the bubbling pan in a flour-dusted apron, spoon in hand, her hair pinned back and her glasses fogged by the green steam. She smelled faintly of lavender soap from the morning, though it had long since been overtaken by kitchen fug. “Well?” she asked, without looking up, her voice steady as she stirred. “How was school?”

Carmina dropped into one of the mismatched chairs with a squeak of wood, letting her bag slide to the flagstones. The faint vinegar tang of leftover chips drifted out of it as it landed, clinging to her books and pencil case. She rocked the chair back on two legs, balancing with an easy sway, and grinned. “Same as ever. Teachers moaning, food glowing, lessons pointless. But—” she tilted her chin, smirk tugging at her mouth—“we’ve got a pair of new lambs.”

“A pair?” Gwenda finally turned her head, arching one grey brow above her fogged lenses. “So. A boy then.”

Carmina laughed and let the chair legs thud back to the ground. “Not just a boy. It’s a brother and sister. Mira and Eli Montfort. New to town. Stood in reception like they’d been dropped off by accident. I rescued them.” Her grin softened, turned thoughtful. “Mira’s the girl. She’s funny. Quick. You can feel it in her words. Like the air before a storm, sharp and electric. She’s not afraid to give something back either. Called me out within five minutes, but in a way that made me laugh instead of sulk. I like her. She’s got that... edge.”

“Edge can cut both ways,” Gwenda said, tapping the spoon against the rim of the pan. A spatter of greenish broth hissed on the hob, filling the air with a nettle tang that made Carmina wrinkle her nose. “And the boy?”

“Eli.” Carmina shrugged, though she felt Gwenda’s gaze hold her in place. “Year Nine. Walks around like the world owes him money, always frowning. Like a sheepdog that hasn’t been fed. But...” she grinned slyly, propping her chin on her hand. “He’s kind of cute. In a scowly way.”

Gwenda gave a snort that made her apron puff, the smell of flour rising faintly from the cloth. “Cute, is he? Careful, girl. That’s a path lined with brambles. I’ve seen enough to know where that track ends.”

Carmina laughed, bright and careless, letting the sound ring off the cupboards. “I’m not saying anything’s happening. Just calling it how I see it. Mira’s the one worth hanging out with. Eli’s more like dragging a grumpy shadow behind you, all sighs and glares. Still, he’s got presence. Even silence has a smell sometimes, and his does.”

Gwenda pursed her lips, turned back to the hob, and stirred with renewed vigour. Steam billowed up, carrying nettle bitterness, onion sweetness, and something acrid that made Carmina sneeze. She pulled a paper parcel of chips across from the counter, the vinegar already soaking through the paper in pale circles, and pinched one between her fingers. The salt grains clung to her skin, sharp on her tongue, the vinegar making her eyes water even as she chewed.

Her phone buzzed then, rattling against the wood with a sound like coins in a tin. The sudden modern note clashed with the old-kitchen fug, bright and alien. Carmina grabbed it quickly, thumb darting to unlock and reply, the citrus tang of her hand cream catching her nose as she moved.

“Who’s that then?” Gwenda asked, her tone smooth but her nostrils flaring as though sniffing out the truth.

Carmina shoved the phone into her pocket, shrugging. “No one. Just a guy.” She said it quickly, as if the words themselves might mask the faint after-scent of cigarette smoke she imagined still clung to the messages.

“Hmm,” Gwenda muttered, turning her spoon slow and deliberate. The broth let out a new wave of smell — earthy, damp, faintly metallic. “Just a guy usually means trouble.”

Carmina grinned, chewing another chip, vinegar sharp on her tongue. “Relax. I can handle it.”

The front door rattled then, keys jangling, shoes thumping down with tired carelessness. A rush of damp night air entered, carrying the smell of rain on tarmac, the faint petrol sting of the street, and Tamzin’s perfume — floral, faintly powdery, the scent that always marked her arrival.

“Mum?” Carmina called, her mouth still full.

“Yes, love,” Tamzin’s voice floated back, muffled by bags and the squeak of shopping. “Just give me a minute with these bags.”

Carmina sprawled further in her chair, smirk tugging at her lips. “See? Nothing dramatic. School was boring, Mira’s funny, Eli’s grumpy-cute, and I’m starving. That about sums it up.”

Gwenda turned her gaze on her then, eyes narrowed behind the fog of her glasses, the kitchen still alive with garlic and nettles and vinegar and old dust from the jars that loomed on every shelf. The jugs and alembics seemed to lean closer in the lamplight, their contents shifting faint scents into the air — cloves from one, something sour from another, faint honey from a third. Carmina only grinned wider at them all, chewing the last of her stolen chip, as though defiance itself had a taste and she was determined to savour it.
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Chapter 8 – Muffins Café
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By Friday afternoon Mira had stopped checking the classroom clock every five minutes. The week had unspooled into a rhythm that was both exhausting and oddly steady: uniforms still stiff with their newness, the stag badge always pulling at her shoulder, teachers with too many names to pin to subjects, and Eli muttering in the evenings that homework was not “real work anyway.” Through it all, Carmina had seemed to materialise wherever Mira turned, leaning against lockers with a grin, cracking jokes in the corridors, waving across the canteen as though they had been friends forever.

When Carmina suggested meeting at Muffins Café after school, Mira had been surprised to hear Eli invited too. He only grunted that he had better things to do and buried himself in his maths book, the sharp smell of pencil shavings thick around him, and Mira had not pressed.

So here she was now, easing through the double doors opposite Rainbows, the supermarket whose slogan “We have Pride in our name” was plastered above its glass front in rainbow lettering. A brass bell tinkled above her as she stepped inside, and the warm air hit her at once, a rich mixture of roasted coffee, toasted bread, and the sugar-sweet waft of cinnamon buns cooling somewhere near the counter. The café was small, its ceiling low, with tables squeezed too close together so conversations overlapped. Every chair was mismatched, some with cracked leather seats, others painted in colours that had long ago peeled into rustic patchwork. The air felt golden after the damp greyness outside, steam curling up from mugs and frosting the windows.

Carmina was already there, sprawled in a scarlet-cushioned chair like she owned the place, a mug of hot chocolate steaming in front of her. She was doodling on a napkin, tongue caught between her teeth, but when she looked up and saw Mira, her grin widened.

“Lamb! You found it. Welcome to civilisation.”

Mira rolled her eyes, unzipping her coat and hanging her bag over the back of the chair opposite. “It’s opposite Rainbows. Hardly hidden treasure.”

“Details,” Carmina said breezily, sliding the napkin across the table. On it was a cartoon sheep with a crooked crown, little sparkles drawn around its head. “It’s you.”

Mira snorted, picking it up between finger and thumb. “Thanks. I’ve always wanted to be royalty.”

They ordered drinks at the counter — tea for Mira, another hot chocolate piled with cream for Carmina — and carried them back through the clutter of tables. Mira curled her hands around her cup, feeling the warmth seep into her fingers. She watched the faint spiral of steam rise, twisting in the golden light, and tried to let herself unclench after a week of nerves.

“So,” Carmina said, leaning forward, chin propped on her hand, “first week verdict. Haywood: boring, terrifying, or weird?”

Mira hesitated, eyes flicking to the window where shoppers moved in and out of Rainbows across the road, their trolleys gleaming under strip-lights. “All three?”

Carmina grinned, satisfied. “Correct answer. Especially the weird. Hay-weird* forever.”

They traded stories between sips, the noise of the café folding around them in clinks and hums. Carmina re-enacted, with wild arm movements, the chemistry teacher’s kettle that had rattled itself into an explosion, describing the sulphurous stink that followed until Mira was doubled over with laughter. Mira retaliated with her account of Eli’s look of deep suspicion at the canteen custard, how he had muttered that it glowed like nuclear sludge. Their laughter spilled across the table, warm and bright, so that for once Mira did not feel like the new girl at all. She felt folded into something, as if the week had clicked into place at last.

The door banged open then, letting in a gust of cold air that carried damp pavement and car exhaust. Gwenda bustled in with two canvas bags clutched to her chest, her scarf trailing dangerously close to the floor where it picked up the smell of wet stone. She paused when her sharp eyes caught Carmina and Mira at their table.

“Carmina,” she called, voice clear over the clatter. “Behaving yourself?”

Carmina groaned under her breath, slumping into her chair. “Always, Gran.”

Gwenda winked at Mira as she swept past, the smell of herbs and onions clinging to her coat. “Don’t let her fool you.” And then she was off again, weaving between tables with a mutter about catching the bus before it turned into a pumpkin, leaving a swirl of garlic and lavender in her wake.

Mira blinked after her, then laughed, shaking her head. “She’s... something.”

“Tell me about it,” Carmina said, grinning. “She’s my after-school jailer.”

Mira sipped her tea, hiding her smile in the steam.

Carmina’s phone buzzed against the tabletop. She glanced at it, thumb flicking across the glass with practised speed, her expression sharpening for just a moment before softening again.

“Who’s that?” Mira asked lightly, trying not to sound nosy but failing to disguise her curiosity.

Carmina shrugged, already tucking the phone into her pocket. “Meh. Just a guy.”

Mira leaned forward, teasing now, her eyes bright. “Hot guy? School guy? Online stalker?”

Carmina laughed, head tipping back, but didn’t budge. “Doesn’t matter.” She shoved the phone deeper into her pocket and reached for her mug, cream sticking to her lip as she took another sip.

Mira let it drop on the surface, but inside her thoughts fizzed. Carmina had made it sound like nothing, but the flash of her grin looked too deliberate, like a secret kept polished.

They lingered until the outside light had shifted to evening gold, the glow sliding across the tables and painting the steam in amber. They spun silly stories, mapped half-plans for the weekend that neither of them believed, laughed at things too small to matter, and for Mira it was enough simply to belong.

When they finally rose, Carmina pulling on her jacket with a theatrical stretch, Mira felt lighter, as though the strangeness of the week had been lifted from her shoulders like a heavy bag she no longer needed to carry.

“See?” Carmina said, tugging the zip up to her chin. “Told you Hay-weird’s not so bad.”

Mira followed her out into the cooling air. Across the road, Rainbows car park buzzed with the evening rush, trolleys clattering over tarmac, the air smelling faintly of petrol and warm bread drifting from the bakery aisle vents. Beyond that, behind the roofline, the forest pressed close, its dark edge unmoving, a wall of black-green that seemed to lean closer as the sun dipped.
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Chapter 9 – Dusk by the Woods
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By the time Mira turned off the main road the day had thinned to a pale ribbon and the evening was taking on its own voice. She could hear it before she felt it, that subtle lowering of the world’s volume, as if someone had cupped hands over the day and gentled it. Cars still moved along the distant stretch by Rainbows with their low tyre hiss and occasional impatient honk, but the sound came dulled and softened, sliding over the roofs and hedges as though it did not want to disturb the settled air. Carmina had already peeled away down towards the bottom of the estate, her parting call still floating somewhere between the houses, light and teasing. See you tomorrow, lamb. That laughing note, elastic and bright, seemed to bounce once around a road sign and then vanish, leaving a stillness that was not unfriendly but not quite familiar either. Mira walked on alone and the sound of her trainers on the pavement rose in importance, rubber on grit, a quiet scuff that suddenly seemed too personal in the open.
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