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CHAPTER ONE: THE MAN AT THE WINDOW 
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The first night, Lena figured she was dreaming.

The second, she was fairly certain she was cracking up.

The third night, she was ready.

She'd spent the daylight hours doing what she did best: cataloguing. Two cameras on tripods aimed at the foot of the bed, their little red lights blinking in the dark like something waiting to be fed. A digital voice recorder on the nightstand. Fresh batteries. Ninety minutes of memory. Salt along the windowsill because the internet said it worked, though she felt like a complete idiot scooping Tesco's finest cooking salt into a line — like she was warding off slugs rather than whatever the hell this was.

The mist pressed against the glass. Wraithhaven's specialty: fog that rolled in off the sea at dusk and didn't leave until dawn, thick enough to taste, heavy with brine and something underneath that she couldn't name. Something rotten-sweet.

She was seventeen. Newly homeless in a town that felt like a held breath. And a man kept appearing at the foot of her bed at night.

Not breaking in. Not threatening. Just standing there, watching, until she screamed or threw something or both.

Tonight she'd do neither.

Her phone read 2:47 a.m. The mist swallowed the streetlights. The cameras blinked.

And he was there.

Same as before. Black coat, black hair, skin that caught what little light bled through the curtains the way marble does — cool and still and wrong. Young in face, maybe her age. But his eyes were the problem. They had weight to them. The weight of a locked room with something moving behind the door.

Lena didn't scream. Didn't reach for the lamp. She sat up slow, heart hammering hard enough she was fairly sure he could hear it, and said:

"Right. Who are you, and why are you in my room?"

He didn't move. Didn't blink.

"I'm not in your room."

"Bullshit. You're standing—"

She stopped.

Looked at the door. Still locked, chain on. Looked at the windows. Closed. Salt line still there, neat and undisturbed. Looked back at him.

He stood exactly where the carpet met the hardwood. One foot on each. Like the boundary mattered to him. Like he was holding himself at a line only he could see.

"I haven't crossed your threshold," he said. "Not once. Not the first night. Not the second. Not now."

His voice was low and formal — the kind of accent that had been educated into submission generations ago. No local slur, no modern flattening. Like a recording left running too long.

Lena's hand found the voice recorder. The click when she hit record was obscenely loud in the quiet.

"You're recording me." Not a question.

"You're in my bedroom uninvited. We're even."

A pause. Then something in his face shifted — not a smile, too small for that, more like an acknowledgment. Like she'd said something almost worth his time.

"Your mother," he said, "used to leave traps."

The air went out of the room.

Lena's fingers tightened on the recorder. "You knew my mother."

"No."

"Then how—"

"I know what was left of her. After." His gaze dropped. Just for a moment. "The town keeps its boundaries. She crossed one. I couldn't follow."

Lena was on her feet without deciding to stand. The recorder was forgotten. The cameras were forgotten. The salt was forgotten. The floor was cold through her socks and she did not care even slightly.

"What do you mean, 'what was left of her'? She disappeared. She's missing. That's what the police said. That's what—"

"The police don't see the boundary." Simple. No cruelty in it. "They see a woman who walked into the sea. A tragedy. A closed file."

"She didn't walk into the sea."

"No. She was taken into it."

Taken.

Lena's breath shortened. She felt the panic rising — the one she'd been holding back for weeks with lists and routines and rigid schedules, the one that lived underneath everything like a tide waiting its moment. Her hands pressed flat against her thighs. She did not let it up.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you asked."

"That's not an answer."

"No." A beat. "But it's the truth."

He stepped back. Not toward the door, not toward the window. Toward the shadows where the camera lights didn't reach.

"Wait." Her voice cracked on the word. "You can't just — I don't even know your name."

He stopped. Turned. In the dark, in that moment, he looked almost human. Almost young. Almost as afraid of her as she was of him.

"Adrian."

"Adrian what?"

"Just Adrian." A beat. "It was the last thing my sister said before she forgot me. I've kept it."

Lena's throat pulled tight. She didn't know why that hit harder than the rest of it — a sister who'd forgotten him, a name kept like a coin in a pocket — but it did.

"Will you come back?"

She heard herself ask it before she'd decided to.

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he moved — not walking, just suddenly closer, back at the line again. Close enough she could see his chest didn't move. No breath misting in the cold air. Nothing.

"No," he said. "But you can find me."

His hand lifted. Paused. Waited.

She should have said no. She was practical. She was stubborn. She didn't trust strangers in her bedroom at night and she had three cameras running and a voice recorder in her hand and seventeen years of evidence that trusting people you didn't understand ended badly.

But his hand waited. And his face held that tiredness that had nothing to do with sleep. And underneath the fear, quiet as a held breath, something whispered that he'd been waiting for longer than just tonight.

Lena reached out.

His fingertips touched her temple. Cold — properly cold, the way glass gets in deep winter, the kind of cold that belongs to things that don't warm up.

The world came apart at the seams.

—-
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She saw —

A boy, eighteen years old, standing on rocks above a screaming sea. A girl behind him, younger, sick, her hand in his. A priest in shadow speaking words that weren't English, weren't any language she recognized, weren't shaped for human throats. A bargain sealed in blood drawn from somewhere deeper than a wrist. Somewhere that left the boy hollow and burning and fundamentally changed.

Years. Decades. A century.

Watching the sister grow old from a distance he could never close. Never speaking. Never touching. Watching her forget his face, then his name, then that he'd ever existed. Watching her die happy, surrounded by grandchildren who'd never know there was an uncle to know.

The boundary. Always the boundary. Sea and shadow, mist and memory. Standing guard over something he'd never asked to protect. A debt paid a hundred times over in a currency that kept devaluing.

And then —

A woman with Lena's face, but older. Walking toward the sea with eyes that weren't her own anymore — something vast and patient moving behind them, the way a shark moves under still water. Adrian reaching. Running. Too slow.

Always too slow.

The woman going under. The sea closing over.

And a whisper, pressed into the vision like a thumb into clay:

The daughter will come. She always does.

—-
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Lena hit the floor.

Gasping. Shaking. Tears on her face she had no memory of crying. The room was empty. Door still locked, chain still on, salt line undisturbed. The cameras blinked their patient red blink.

She sat there for a while, back against the bed, until her breathing steadied and the shaking became manageable and the dawn started going grey through the curtains.

Then she got up. Crossed to the door. Undid the chain, turned the lock, opened it.

The hallway was empty.

She almost closed the door again.

Then she looked down.

On the floorboards just outside — not in the room, not across the threshold, but right at the edge where inside became out — lay a single dark feather. Long. Perfect. Placed, not fallen.

Lena crouched and picked it up. Turned it in the grey morning light.

He'd left it there deliberately. At the line he'd sworn he wouldn't cross. A message, or a proof, or maybe both — I was here. I held to the boundary. I am still what I told you I was.

She took it inside. Closed the door. Sat back down on the floor with the feather in her hand.

Outside, Wraithhaven's mist began, slowly, to lift.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE INDESTRUCTIBLE FEATHER
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Lena tried to burn the feather first. Cheap lighter from the corner shop, flame held to the quill until her thumb ached and the lighter grew too hot to hold. Nothing. Not a scorch mark. Not even a smell.

She tried scissors next. The blades slid off like she’d tried to cut glass.

Kitchen knife. Same result.

She soaked it in water for twenty minutes, wondering if it would dissolve or soften or do anything at all. It came out dry. Not damp — dry, as if the water had declined to touch it.

By midmorning she’d added boiling water, a cigarette lighter held at a different angle, and a brief ill-advised attempt with the bathroom bleach that left her eyes watering and the feather entirely unbothered.

She sat at the kitchen table and looked at it.

It looked back, in the way that perfectly ordinary objects become unsettling when they refuse to behave.

Right, she thought. Evidence. Proof that last night was real and not the product of grief and sleep deprivation and a seventeen-year-old brain that had finally decided enough was enough. She’d catalogued stranger things — she’d built her whole coping system around cataloguing, naming, containing. The feather was just another data point.

The feather was indestructible and had been left by something that didn’t breathe and she’d seen a hundred years of someone else’s life in the span of a heartbeat.

She put the feather in her jacket pocket and went to find answers the normal way.

Wraithhaven Archive occupied a single room above the chip shop. Open Tuesdays and Thursdays, two until five. Lena had walked past it four times since arriving and noted it the way she noted everything — filed, logged, not yet relevant.

Today was Thursday. She was outside at one forty-five.

The woman who unlocked the door at one fifty-eight didn’t look surprised to find someone waiting. She was old in the way of buildings in damp climates — settled, load-bearing, giving nothing away. She smelled of mothballs and something older. She looked at Lena the way you look at a word you recognise from a language you’d assumed was dead.

“Help you?” She didn’t wait for an answer, just held the door and went inside.

Lena followed.

The archive was one long room with shelves that sagged under the weight of things that hadn’t been moved in years. The woman settled at a sorting table covered in photographs, each wrapped in tissue paper with a care that suggested wounds.

“I’m looking for information,” Lena said. “About the boundary.”

The woman’s hands stopped moving. Everything about her stopped, for just a moment, the way a recording pauses.

“Boundary,” she repeated.

“Sea and shadow. That’s what he called it.”

The woman looked up. Pale blue eyes, the colour of winter sky. They moved over Lena’s face like she was reading something she’d given up hoping to find.

“You’ve met him then.” Not a question.

“Pale. Old eyes. Talks like he learned English from a Victorian textbook and never updated the software.”

The woman’s mouth did something small and complicated. “Adrian Voss. Aye. He’s real as the tide.” She set a photograph down. “Sit.”

Lena sat.

“Elara March.” The woman didn’t offer her hand. “I’ve run this archive for thirty years. Before that, my mother ran it. Before her, her mother.” She said it simply, the way you state facts that have stopped requiring explanation. “There are stories about this town and then there’s what actually happened. Stories say Wraithhaven was built on a threshold — a doorway between here and somewhere older. The something-older changes depending who’s telling it. The threshold doesn’t.”

“My mother,” Lena said. “He told me she was taken. Into the sea.”

Elara was quiet for a moment. Then she reached into the box, moved through several wrapped photographs with the confidence of someone who knows exactly what they’re looking for, and slid one across the table.

Lena looked.

Her mother. Young — nineteen, maybe twenty. Standing on rocks below the headland, one hand resting on the unmistakable swell of a pregnancy. Smiling at whoever held the camera. In the background, barely in frame, a figure in shadow. Male. Dark coat. Face turned away, or obscured, or simply refusing to be caught clearly.

“That photograph was taken three days before she left,” Elara said. “She gave it to me for safekeeping. Said if anyone came asking, I’d know what it meant.”

“What does it mean?”

“Means whatever followed her is still here.” Elara tapped the shadowed figure. “And means he’s not the threat. He’s the warning.”

Lena looked at the photograph for a long time. At her mother’s smile. At the hand on the swollen belly — on Lena, as she’d been then, three days from something that would change everything.

She put her hand in her pocket. Found the feather. Smooth and cool and absolutely solid.

“He left me something,” she said. “Outside my door. Won’t burn. Won’t cut. Won’t do anything it ought to.”

Elara’s expression shifted slightly. “Show me.”

Lena set the feather on the table between them.

Elara looked at it for a long moment without touching it. Something moved through her face — recognition, maybe, or the weight of a theory becoming fact.

“The boundary leaves marks,” she said finally. “On things that have passed close enough to it. Things that have been held by what guards it.” She looked at Lena. “He left it outside your threshold deliberately. Not inside — outside. That matters.”

“Why?”

“Because whatever he is, whatever the pact made of him, he’s held to the rules of it for a hundred and thirty years.” Elara pushed the feather back across the table. “A thing that keeps its rules for a century is worth listening to.”

Lena picked the feather up. Turned it in the archive’s thin afternoon light.

“He said I could find him.”

“Then find him.” Elara returned to her photographs. “Headland at dusk. That’s where the boundary runs closest to the surface. That’s where he’ll be.”

Lena pocketed the feather and stood.

“Your name,” Elara said, without looking up. “I didn’t ask.”

“Lena. Lena Halbrook.”

Elara’s hands stilled again. Just briefly. Then she unwrapped the next photograph with the same careful, practiced hands.

“Of course it is,” she said quietly, to no one in particular. “Of course.”

The headland path was longer than it looked on the map.

The mist was already rolling in by the time Lena reached the rocks — thick and salt-heavy, turning late afternoon into something older. The sea below sounded different here. Deeper. Less like water hitting stone and more like breathing. Like something immense that had been breathing since before the rocks existed and would still be breathing long after.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
DAVID REYNOLDS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





