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      “Clare? If you’re there, please answer. It’s me, Beth.”

      Standing at Winterbourne Hall’s kitchen sink, Clare stared, shocked, at the crackling radio. Gusts of freezing wind howled through gaps in the old mansion’s stone walls. Even wrapped in the cotton dress she’d inherited from one of the manor’s old maids and a fur jacket borrowed from Dorran, she would have been far too cold in the kitchen without the fire. The blaze both warmed and illuminated the room, bathing Clare and Dorran in its orange glow.

      Dorran stood close enough to touch. He still wore bruises and scratches from the monsters that inhabited Winterbourne, but his dark eyes shone in the candlelight as he looked towards the radio.

      “Beth…” Clare’s heart missed a beat then returned with a vengeance, thumping furiously until her pulse was all she could hear. The last time she’d spoken to Beth, she’d been driving to her sister’s house in an attempt to escape the spreading stillness. That had only been seventeen days before, but it felt like half a lifetime. She had kept the radio running constantly since retrieving it from her car, but her hope of hearing from Beth had dwindled down to almost nothing.

      Dorran moved first. He strode around the wide wooden table filling the kitchen’s centre and snatched the two-way radio off the shelf. Then he returned and placed it on the table in front of Clare. He didn’t try to speak but bent forward to listen, watching expectantly.

      The radio crackled. Clare struggled to breathe. In a flurry of urgent panic, she dropped the dish towel, darted forward, then pressed the button to transmit her voice. “Beth? Beth, I’m here. It’s me. I’m here.”

      She released the button and leaned close to the speakers. Her hands were shaking. Her throat was tight, and every nerve in her body felt on fire with a desperate need to hear her sister’s voice again.

      Beth was the closest thing Clare had to a mother. Beth, at the vulnerable age of twenty, had taken Clare to dental checkups, to netball practice, and to school recitals. Beth had never stopped worrying about her when Clare moved into her own home.

      The transmission was faint and distorted by a weak signal, but the voice was unmistakable. Beth took a gasping, hiccupping breath. “Clare? Is that you? Is it really you?”

      She’s still alive. She’s okay. “Yes! I’m here!”

      Beth was crying, and Clare couldn’t stop herself from following suit. She wiped her sleeves over her face as tears ran. At the same time, a grin stretched her cheeks until they ached.

      Dorran moved silently. He nudged a chair in behind Clare so that she could sit, then a moment later, he placed a glass of water and a clean cloth beside her. She gratefully used the cloth to wipe some of the wetness off her face. Dorran took a seat on the opposite side of the table. He was tall, towering over Clare, but he moved smoothly and carefully; even his breathing was nearly silent. He folded his arms on the table, his dark eyes attentive, his black hair falling around his strong jaw, as he listened to the conversation.

      “Sweetheart, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      Beth never called her sweetheart unless she was frightened. Clare guessed, after two weeks of no contact, Beth was about as frightened as she’d ever been. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      That was a half-truth at best. She still had red lines running across her arm and abdomen from where the monsters—the hollow ones—had attacked her. She grew tired too quickly. Her muscles ached. A bite on her wrist and thigh still needed dressing every day. But she was alive. And if the hollows were as prevalent as they seemed, that was better than what could be said for a lot of the world.

      “What about you?” She pulled the radio closer, struggling to make out Beth’s voice under the distortion. “Are you in your bunker? Are you okay?”

      “Yes, don’t worry about me. I’m in my bunker and getting thoroughly sick of staring at these four walls.” Beth laughed. “I paid for every add-on I could for this place… air filtration, water filtration, generator, aquaponics system. The only professional I didn’t think to hire was an interior decorator.”

      Hearing Beth’s laughter made Clare feel lighter. She couldn’t stop her grin. “I guess people don’t really think about throw rugs and wall hangings when they imagine the end of the world, do they?”

      Beth chuckled, but the noise didn’t sound quite natural. Clare’s smile faded. For a moment, the only noise in the kitchen was the soft static and a distant drip.

      “It’s all gone to hell, sweetheart.” Beth’s voice had lost its colour. “Everything. It’s all gone.”

      “Yeah.” Clare swallowed. “But you’re okay. And that’s what matters.”

      “Are you at Marnie’s? Is she there? Can I talk to her?”

      The questions were like being dunked in a freezing bath. Clare closed her eyes. She took a slow breath and tried to keep her voice steady. “I never reached Marnie.”

      “Oh.”

      Marnie, Clare’s aunt, was the third piece of their tiny family. She lived on a farm two hours’ drive from Clare’s home. On that last morning, Clare had been trying to pick up Marnie on her way to Beth’s. She’d never made it out of Banksy Forest.

      “Well.” Beth sounded like she was choking. “At least you’re okay. At least… at least…”

      “I’m so sorry.” Clare stared down at the chipped wooden bench and shivered. The kitchen no longer felt as warm as it had a moment before.

      There had been very little chance to think about the world outside the forest during the previous few days. But whenever she had, her mind had turned to her family and what might have happened to them. She’d felt sick every time she imagined it.

      She felt sick again then, knowing that Marnie must have been waiting for her. Beth would have called her to say Clare was on the way. She’d probably been standing by her front door, a suitcase on one side and a cat carrier on the other. Clare could picture her easily. Brown hair that had started to develop streaks of grey. A body that had been made strong by a lifetime of working in the garden but was always a little on the plump side. She would have been wearing floral clothes and a knit cardigan, like she always did. She was a short woman, but she had a huge smile and an even bigger heart.

      Did the hollow ones get her? Was it fast or painful and slow?

      A warm hand moved over hers. She met Dorran’s dark eyes as he squeezed her fingers.

      “But you’re okay.” Beth’s voice crackled through the radio again. She seemed to have rallied. “After your phone went out, I tried reaching you through the radio almost constantly. For days. You didn’t answer, and I thought… I thought—”

      “I’m so sorry. I left the radio in the car. It took me a while to get it back.”

      “That’s fine. You’re alive. I can forgive everything else as long as you just stay alive. Where are you? If you didn’t get to Marnie’s, does that mean you’re in your cottage? It’s not going to be safe—”

      “No, no, I found a new house. It’s in Banksy Forest.”

      She could hear the frown in Beth’s voice. “There aren’t any houses inside the forest.”

      “That’s what I thought too. But it was well hidden. The owner, Dorran, is letting me stay with him.”

      Again, Beth hesitated. “Is he a good sort of person?”

      “Yes, don’t worry. He’s nice. And we have plenty of food—and a garden. Winterbourne was designed to be self-sufficient, and it’s hard to break into. I was lucky. Really lucky.”

      “Be careful, Clare. Don’t trust him just because he’s friendly.”

      Clare looked down at her hand, which was still enveloped in Dorran’s. She followed it along his arm, covered by the green knit sweater, and up to his face. Thick black hair, grown a little too long, framed a strong, reserved face. His dark eyes, shadowed under a heavy brow, smiled at her. She thought there was no one she trusted more.

      “He’s good, I promise. You don’t need to worry about me. How are you doing there?”

      “Holding up, at least.” A speck of hesitation flickered in Beth’s voice.

      Clare frowned. “Are you sure? Do you have enough food and water?”

      “Yes, that’s all fine. But the generator’s out. I’ve been trying to fix it, but it’s been a challenge without the lights.”

      A chill ran through Clare. She pictured Beth, sitting in a dark box, having to feel her way through the space every time she needed food, the bathroom, or water. There would be nothing to see. Nothing to do. Just her, alone, listening to the seconds tick by.

      “I’m doing fine, sweetheart.” Her voice took on the familiar hint of warning she used whenever Clare was doing something she didn’t approve of. “I have a torch. I’m using it judiciously—apparently an excess of batteries still isn’t enough—but I’m hardly suffering down here.”

      Clare wasn’t sure if she could believe that, but she tried to keep her voice bright for Beth’s sake. “We can talk on the radio as much as you want. I can carry you around with me and keep you company.”

      Beth laughed. “Oh, that would be fun. But I think it’s better if we keep our chats short.”

      That was unexpected. “Why?”

      “Ah…”

      “Tell me, Beth.”

      “Too much noise attracts them.”

      Dorran’s fingers laced through Clare’s, trying to reassure her. She barely felt it. Her hands were turning numb. “The hollow ones?”

      “Yeah.” Beth’s voice cracked. “I was the only person in my street who had a bunker.”

      Clare understood. Without shelter, all of Beth’s neighbours would have been affected by the stillness.

      Under the static’s crackles and her own too-fast breathing, Clare thought she heard another sound. The noise had dogged her for weeks, following her even into her sleep, and every fibre of her being revolted against it. Fingernails, digging. Clawing. Scratching. They were at Beth’s bunker door. They’d heard her and Clare. They were hungry.
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      “We’ll get you out,” Clare said. The words left her before she could think them through, before she could even glance at Dorran for his agreement.

      Beth snapped, “No! Clare, listen—”

      “I can be there this afternoon.” Clare stood. She stared about the kitchen, frenzied, trying to piece together a plan. She didn’t have a car. Her little red vehicle was a crumpled wreck. But if she could get out of the forest, she was sure she could find some other form of transport. There would be street upon street of abandoned cars, their owners long gone.

      As long as the temperature hasn’t frozen their engines too badly. As long as I can find the keys. As long as the snow isn’t too thick on the road—

      “Clare.” Beth’s voice boomed through the hissing speakers, and Clare instantly froze. “Sit down.”

      Beth only yelled when Clare was in trouble. It had been years since she’d last heard that tone, but it still held power over her. She meekly sank back into her seat, licked her lips, then tried again. “I can bring you back here, to Winterbourne. It’s safe. At least… safer.”

      “No, you absolutely will not.” Beth’s voice softened until she only sounded snippy, not angry. “You said you had food there, didn’t you?”

      Sort of. “Yes.”

      “And shelter. You’re warm enough?”

      “Yes. Firewood.”

      “And that person you’re with. You’re sure he’s okay? He’s not strange or creepy or…”

      Clare glanced at Dorran. Both hands clasped under his chin, he studiously watched the table, apparently not sure what to do with himself under her scrutiny. “He’s good.”

      “Then you’ll stay there. It’s probably the safest you can be right now.”

      “But if we can get you here, too—”

      Beth sighed. “Clare, baby, it’s not going to happen. You must be hours away. There are hollows all up and down my street. If I try to leave, I’ll die. If you try to reach me, you’ll die. And how can you expect me to handle that?”

      Clare closed her eyes. She took a moment to gather her thoughts. “You’ve been in there for two weeks. How much longer can you handle it? People aren’t designed to survive isolation that long—”

      “I’m not completely isolated.” A thudding noise came through the speakers, and Clare pictured Beth tapping her radio. “I have this. I’ve been listening to the world. Humanity isn’t dead yet. People are trying to rally.”

      “Do they know what happened?”

      “No. There are endless theories. But none that make much sense.” Beth exhaled again.

      Whenever Beth stopped speaking, Clare could hear the faint scratching noise. It seemed to be growing louder.

      “After our phone call was disconnected, the news station I was watching lasted another four hours. They stopped updating the maps of the quiet zones and instead started listing places they still had contact with. Isn’t that horrible? It was faster to list the surviving cities than the lost ones. After each name, they posted the time they had last spoken to someone there. Gradually, the times for some cities grew further and further away… and eventually, they were taken off the list. Towards the end, they were talking about entire countries being gone.” Her voice was pained.

      Clare bent close to the radio as the distortion worsened.

      “One of the newscasters said he needed to get a glass of water and almost ran off the stage. The other followed about a minute later. Finally, it was just an intern—this miserable, dead-eyed kid—reading off a list of names from a piece of paper. I think his supervisor had told him to do it, and he didn’t know any better. Everyone else had left. Trying to flee somewhere. Trying to reach their families. It was just this kid on national TV, doing his best not to cry as he faced a camera in an empty studio. Then the building’s lights went out. I could hear the kid screaming. I don’t know why. Just scared? Or had the hollows gotten into the building? I don’t know. But that was the last news broadcast. I still have the TV in my bunker, and when the generator worked, I turned it on a few times a day and tried to find some kind of life through it. Nothing.”

      Clare stared at her hands. Bandages wove around one, protecting her wrist. “You said there were still people out there, though.”

      “Yes. I catch them on the radio sometimes, talking to each other. Not the people I would have expected. No government. No military. From what I can figure out, those kinds of people are pretty much gone. Whatever happened started in large cities first. They were overrun before they even realised there was a problem… before they could even start evacuating…” She took a shuddering breath. “Some of the prepper types survived. People who lived out in the wilderness. People who had their own bunkers. But they’re dropping one by one, and I’m hearing fewer broadcasts each day. The preppers take too many risks. They try to push their luck, to venture outside, to fight back.”

      “The preppers can’t be the only people out there. Are there any other survivors?”

      “Mostly? People who are hiding. Do you understand what I’m saying, sweetheart? The heroes are dying. If you want to survive, don’t take risks. You have a good thing where you are now. Stay there. Weather it out. We might be able to meet up afterwards.”

      “Afterwards?”

      “It’s got to end at some point, somehow. That’s what people are saying. Either we find a way to kill them effectively, or they starve.”

      Or humanity dies out. Clare tried not to follow that third option. “Are they capable of starving?”

      “No one knows. They’re hard to kill. You can hurt them—cut them open, bash parts of their heads in, whatever—but they’ll just keep walking for days afterwards. One man talked about a hollow he caught in his barn. He chopped it in half at its waist, he said, and it just kept dragging itself along the ground. After three days, its spine had started to grow… well, he described it as little claws. It was sprouting crab-like legs out of its back and was using those to scuttle around faster. He killed it properly before it grew anything else.”

      Clare remembered the hollows she’d seen. They were monstrous, contorted beyond what a person should ever have to endure. Skin grew. Bones grew. They broke out of their confines, and somehow, the creatures neither felt pain nor collapsed from infection.

      Beth chuckled. “They make us humans look awfully fragile by comparison.”

      “They sure do.”

      “Here’s everything I know about them. They’re like animals. They’re hungry, but they still have some kind of survival instinct. They don’t like light or fire, and they’ll hide if they think you’re a threat. So if you ever get trapped, make a lot of noise and use light to chase them away. But they won’t stay away for long, so safety—somewhere they can’t get to—is always your first priority.”

      They won’t stay away for long. Clare knew that firsthand from her time in the forest. The hunger was always pushing them. Eventually, it won over caution. They would never give up until they ate.

      “They don’t fight each other,” Beth continued. “But they don’t work together, either, thank heaven. They’ll eat another hollow if it’s already dead, but they always prefer warm-blooded things. Humans or animals.”

      “They can’t infect you, can they?” Clare tried not to stare at the bandages on her wrist.

      “People say they can’t. It’s not like a virus. It’s… I have no idea. Some people say leaking radiation. That hundreds of nuclear bombs went off without anyone realising, and that’s what’s deforming us.”

      “But radiation would kill you long before anything like this happened.”

      “That’s what I mean about the theories. Most of them are half plausible, but none really make complete sense. Aliens. Government experiments gone wrong. Some people say this is the rapture, except good people seem to be dying alongside the bad. But whatever it is, they agree that you have to be exposed to something to be affected. No one is immune; nobody’s come walking out of a city that was affected. If you come in contact with it, you become a hollow.”

      Clare’s heart skipped a beat. “Whatever caused this… is it still out there? Could it change us, as well?”

      The radio was silent for a moment. Clare stared at it, fixated, and felt Dorran lean in closer, as well.

      “I don’t know.” Beth sounded tired. “I haven’t heard any stories of people surviving the event only to turn monstrous afterwards. But people are disappearing. Their radios just go silent. Are the hollows finally getting them? Infection, dehydration? Or are they changing too? I don’t know, sweetheart. I don’t know how to keep you safe.”

      Clare thought back to the two weeks she’d spent in Winterbourne. As far as she could ascertain, the stillness event had happened shortly before she entered Banksy Forest on her last day of freedom. She’d survived unscathed. But Winterbourne’s owner, Madeline Morthorne, along with her entourage of staff and maids, had all succumbed to the stillness no more than an hour outside the same forest.

      The woman had been deranged, but she’d kept at least part of her mind from before the change. When Clare had asked her what the experience had been like, she’d said the air had turned sour. “Oh, it burned when it was swallowed.”

      “Keep your air-filtration unit running no matter what. Whatever this is, I think it’s in the air. Your bunker’s filter might be the only reason you’re safe.”

      “I’m all right here. I’m more worried about you.”

      “We think…” Clare glanced at Dorran. His expression was grim. “Maybe this thing was targeted. You said it started in cities before spreading to rural areas. It’s like it was focussed on where people live. This house is in the middle of the forest, hours from any other kind of habitation. We think that might be why it’s safe here.”

      “I hope so.” Beth’s voice sounded ragged. When she paused, Clare could hear the scratching sound again. This time, it was accompanied by a metallic banging. It sounded like some kind of lid being lifted and dropped repeatedly. “I need to go now. I’ll talk to you again soon, okay? Tomorrow, at the same time?”

      “Those hollows outside your bunker…”

      “They’ll give up after a couple of hours. They always do.”

      “They don’t have any way to get in, do they?”

      “Not right now. Goodbye, Clare. I love you.”

      Clare opened her mouth to say it back, but the radio clicked off before she could. She sat back, blinking at tears, still staring at the little black box clasped between her hands.
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      Clare held the radio for several minutes after it went dead. Her emotions rose like a tide, growing overwhelming. There was joy. Beth was alive and, for the moment, safe. There was hope. But dread and fear were growing, too, and they were swallowing the small patches of happiness until all Clare could feel was horror.

      Dorran pulled his chair around to sit beside her, but he didn’t try to talk. He seemed to understand that Clare needed time to process what she’d heard. She pictured Beth, sitting in the lightless, lonely room, trying her hardest to stay silent for the hours it would take for the hollows to stop scrabbling at her door. I can’t just leave her there.

      But Beth had been vehement. Hollows were everywhere. They were ravenous and hard to kill. Clare and Dorran had been spared the worst of them thanks to their location, but even then, they’d nearly lost their lives just by going to the forest.

      And even if she could get through the hollows, the fear of becoming just like them made Clare’s stomach turn. Beth didn’t know if whatever had changed them was still out there. From what Clare had gleaned from the few radio broadcasts she’d caught, people were travelling across the country. They were surviving—at least for a couple of days. She didn’t know if that meant the air was safe or whether the effects were simply delayed.

      And if the air isn’t safe, can it blow over Winterbourne? Are we going to be exposed to it, no matter how cautious we are?

      She felt herself starting to hyperventilate and pushed away from the table. She crossed to the sink and splashed water over her face. It was cold enough to make her skin sting. It helped, though. She gave it a moment then returned to the table, where Dorran waited.

      “What do you think?” she asked, desperate for someone else’s thoughts to distract her from her own.

      Dorran faced her, one elbow resting on the table and his hand running over his mouth. He watched the radio, like Clare, almost as though it might come alive again.

      “I think your sister has good advice. Knowing what the outside is like, Winterbourne is probably the safest house we could find. And we have the garden. As long as we can find fuel to keep the lights on, it will be sustainable. We could conceivably live decades by harvesting new seeds from the plants we grow.”

      Clare imagined spending the rest of her life in Winterbourne. She wondered if she could ever feel comfortable in it. The mansion was towering and imposing. Every item cluttering its endless rooms had been chosen for its prestige. And now, at the end of the world, it was all worthless. The gild-framed paintings. The ornate furniture and brushed rugs. They were living surrounded by unimaginable wealth but with no one to care about it.

      Dorran lowered his hand and let his fingers trace across the wooden table. “Your sister also advised us to be cautious. And as sturdy as Winterbourne is, it is still far from completely safe. Hollows were able to get inside once. They can do so again, easily.”

      Clare nodded. “The passageways.”

      “I have no idea how many they are or where they lead. Until they are sealed, we must be on guard.” He took a slow breath and closed his eyes. “But I would also like to try to find a way to bring Beth here.”

      Clare’s heart jumped. She clenched her hands, but it wasn’t enough to stop them from shaking.

      “It won’t be today. It might not be for a while. But we will know soon whether the hollows can starve. If they cannot, we must try to find a way to get Beth out of where she is. It is not a life fit for any human.”

      “Thank you.” Clare dropped forward, resting her head against Dorran’s chest, and he wrapped his arms around her in return.

      She’d been so afraid that he would take Beth’s side and refuse to leave Winterbourne. Dorran liked to be cautious. She knew he was pushing himself to even make the offer. “Thank you so much.”

      “Shh. Don’t thank me now. There is a long way to go yet.” He kissed the top of her head. “But we will make it possible.”

      They sat together, wrapped up in each other. Clare struggled to get her emotions back under control. Dorran’s knit jacket was warm under her cheek, and it moved subtly as he breathed. He felt as steady as ever, but she could feel conflict under the surface. He was worried.

      A loud thud echoed from the floor above them. They both turned to stare at the ceiling. A trail of dust, jostled free, trickled through the dimly lit air. Dorran tensed. “Stay close to me.”

      Clare kept at his side like a shadow as he lit a candle and collected two fire pokers from beside the stove. He passed one of the pokers to Clare, then they left the relative security of the kitchen and crept into the foyer.

      The noise had sounded like it came from the second floor. Above it was the third floor—where she and Dorran had their room—and the attic. At that moment, Clare hated how rambling the house felt. The dizzying number of rooms were crisscrossed with roving hallways, and she still didn’t know where all of them led.

      Dorran moved with purpose. He gave the foyer a brief scan then led the way to the stairs, keeping their backs to the walls. As they climbed, he tilted his head towards her and whispered, “If it is a creature, I want to either drive it out or kill it. Stay behind me and watch my back. But if there are more than one, we retreat. We get to the bedroom, if we can. Better to be safe and live to fight another day.”

      Clare nodded. The stairs creaked under their feet, the noise muffled by thick carpet. On a normal day, morning’s light would have glowed through the windows, but the manor had been swallowed by a perpetual haze that dampened the sunlight and dimmed the sky. Clare had the sense that more snow would be arriving soon. The weather had been increasingly unpredictable since the world had gone silent. They could have clear weather, immense hail, and a snowstorm all in the same day. She didn’t know how the hollows were managing to survive the brutal conditions in the forest, except that they didn’t seem to feel the cold like she did.

      She and Dorran stopped on the landing. Clare waited for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. The hallway stretched in both directions. With no maids flitting through the space each day, dust had started to accumulate on the frames and furniture. Wood panelling filled the spaces between the pillars embedded in the walls. The hallway’s runner, a dark maroon, complimented the narrow tables and displays arranged in the area. It somehow managed to feel cluttered and refined at the same time.

      Dorran waited, listening to the silence, then led Clare right. She tried to visualise the house’s layout. She thought, if they continued on a little farther, they would be standing directly above the kitchens.

      Blurred shadows lingered over the furniture. Clare fought to make out shapes as the thin light from the window and the gold glow from Dorran’s candle played tricks on her eyes. Dorran moved steadily, each step measured, his centre of gravity low and his weapon held expectantly. Closed doors bracketed them on both sides, leading into dark rooms with thick drapes and heavy shadows.

      Dorran came to a halt. His hand shot out to hold Clare back, and she took hold of it, anchoring him to her side. Ahead, shapes cluttered the hallway. Chairs. Pedestals. Narrow side tables. Shelves. In amongst their straight lines and symmetrical designs, something organic stood out. Something jagged. Clare stared and realised the shape was staring back.

      The creature was invisible except for its silhouette and one rounded eye, which glinted in the light. Clare tried to trace its outline, but it was maddening. What should have been its arm split into two. The place where its hand should have been had too many knuckles. Too many fingers. Twelve of them, Clare thought, splayed at its side. Matted, thin hair cascaded over its shoulders and draped down, passing the shredded ends of its maids’ dress, to brush against the floor. Clare’s eyes flicked from the hair to the elongated feet with a multitude of toes.

      Dorran slowly nudged Clare back until she was sheltered behind him. The poker glinted as he adjusted his grip on it.

      The creature’s head tilted back. The lower jaw stretched farther than Clare would have thought possible, exposing rotting teeth in black gums. A hissing, chattering noise ripped out of its throat, then the monster slid into the wall and vanished with a sharp bang.

      “Ah—” Dorran moved forward with smooth, quick steps. Clare, knowing she was supposed to watch their backs but incapable of looking away from where the woman had stood, followed. The candle’s glow flowed over uninterrupted panelling. Dorran handed his light to her then felt across the wood. He paused at one place near a pillar, gave it a hard shove, and stepped back as the concealed door rocked open.

      Clare had to give credit where it was due. Madeline Morthorne had hidden the compartments well; the door’s edge lined up with the panelling in a way that made it nearly invisible. They had been disguised well enough to make Clare doubt her own sanity. Even Dorran, a prisoner in the building for his whole life, hadn’t known they existed.

      “So, here is another one.” Dorran took the candle back and reached it through the opening.

      Clare felt a squeeze of panic as she watched his arm disappear inside, the fearful part of her mind jabbering that it might never come out again. But Dorran only stayed inside the passageway long enough to make sure it was empty, then he stepped back and let the door creep closed again.

      “At least now we have our answer. There are hollows left inside the building.” His eyes were hard as he turned from the concealed door to the window at the end of the hall, where the sky was steadily darkening. “We must make the doors a priority. Sealing them is the only way to ensure we will be safe.”

      Clare nodded slowly. She thought she could hear distant noises moving through the house. Their sources were hard to pinpoint. It could have been wood flexing under the biting wind, hurried footsteps, or even her imagination.

      In the two days since facing Madeline in the basement, they hadn’t seen or heard any sign of the hollows. She and Dorran still moved cautiously, bringing weapons whenever they ventured out of their room and locking doors behind themselves, but the monster was the first to actually show itself.

      Dorran rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. “I suspect the only way to seal them effectively will be from the inside.” He sounded tense. His narrowed eyes flitted across the exposed wood.

      The idea of creeping through the lightless, musky passages left her clammy. But she understood why it was necessary. Dorran didn’t know where the doors led out. Without seeing the inside of the passageways, their only alternative would be knocking against every square inch of the building—and that would take months. “It’ll be dangerous.”

      “Yes. I’ll take precautions. You should—”

      She knew what was coming and narrowed her eyes. “I’m not sitting in the bedroom.”

      They glared at each other, both trying to win the war of wills. Dorran took a breath, and his voice softened. “Let us make a compromise. I will go in. You stand at the doors and mark their locations on a map.”

      Clare gave his chest a light prod with the tip of her poker. “How about this for a compromise? We both go into the secret passageways, and neither of us dies.”

      “That is not a compromise.” He was trying, and failing, to hide his laughter. “That is you winning yet another argument.”

      “No, that is me not going insane because my Dorran selfishly keeps all of the danger to himself.” She reached up and pressed her hand to his cheek.

      He was warm and solid, and he closed his eyes as he leaned into the touch.

      “We agreed. We’re in this together.”

      He tilted far enough to kiss her palm then sighed. “Very well. Together.”
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      How many of them are there? The question had refused to leave Clare since she’d discovered Madeline and her maids had taken up residence in the secret parts of the house. Clare had thought she’d killed the woman. But when Dorran had gone to bury his mother’s body, he’d found it missing.

      No one could survive a metal rod through the head, Clare kept telling herself. She was dead. The other hollows took her body away. That’s all.

      But her doubt still lingered. The monsters could withstand incredible damage. Their own bones shredded their flesh, and they continued moving as though nothing were wrong. They could die. But they didn’t go down easily. And in the back of Clare’s mind was still the small terror that the matriarch continued to stalk the halls after she and Dorran went to bed. Maybe she watched them. Maybe she had plans for them, some plot to punish them for what they’d done to her.

      Even if Madeline was gone, her memory certainly wasn’t. The figure they’d seen in the hall proved at least one of the maids lingered. Possibly more. Clare’s mind chewed over that question again and again. How many? How many?

      Clare knelt by the fire in their bedroom and rekindled the embers. Out of every room in the house, it was the most secure. They had checked the walls to make sure there were no secret compartments. They had bolts on the doors. They kept their food there in case they weren’t able to reach the kitchens. The adjacent bathroom supplied water.

      Dorran stood at a little side table behind Clare. He’d laid out three sheets of paper and drew the house’s layout, one floor on each sheet. It was a labour-intensive process. He was completely silent as he worked, and Clare gave him space.

      The flames caught on one of the larger logs. The muffled hissing and popping were the only noises inside their room. The radio, which Clare had kept at her side constantly, sat on the mantel. She knew it would be smarter to turn it off and conserve the batteries since Beth wouldn’t be re-opening communications until the following morning, but she couldn’t bring herself to shut the machine off. The euphoria from speaking with her sister was still fresh, and if Beth tried to make contact again, she didn’t want to miss it. Even if it meant burning through their limited supply of batteries.

      Her car had spare batteries, along with cases of food, water, and petrol. They were all things she and Dorran needed. But the car was an hour’s walk from Winterbourne, in Banksy Forest, which was home to an unknown number of hollows—and the last time Clare and Dorran had ventured there, the creatures had almost killed them.

      “Clare.” Dorran had the sheets spread out across the floor ahead of himself and beckoned for her. She knelt at his side and admired the sharp, intricate lines he’d drawn.

      “Here we are,” he said, indicating their room on the third floor. “The kitchen is here. The foyer is here. These are the stairs.”

      He’d drawn the hallways cleanly, but instead of butting the rooms up against each other, he’d left space between them. The hidden passageways could be anywhere; he intended to add them into the map when he found them.

      Dorran took out a red pen and drew three short, thick lines. “Here are the passageway entrances I know about. There is also a doorway into the attic that will have to be dealt with.”

      “There’s going to be another one here,” Clare said, pointing to the hallway a little farther on from their room. “That’s where I first saw one of the creatures.”

      Dorran marked the paper. “All right. What will be the best way to handle it? Start at the top and work our way down, or go from the ground up?”

      “Ground up, I think.” Clare chewed on the corner of her lip. “They came in through the holes in the roof. If it’s possible to chase them out—and I think it might be; that one we saw in the hallway earlier was nervous enough to run rather than confront us—then going up will herd them outside without making us more vulnerable by opening the main door.”

      “I agree. It will also make it safer to reach the gardens, which still need water daily.” Dorran clipped the top back onto the pen. His jaw worked as he examined the maps. “I don’t know if it’s possible to eradicate the creatures from the house entirely. As long as there are holes in the roof—and that will not be a small project to fix—then they can get back in. But as long as we can seal all of the doorways, we can keep them contained. They will have the hidden passageways, but we will have the rest of the house.”

      The idea of sharing her home with the monsters, no matter how contained they were, left her stomach squirming. But Dorran was right; there was no way to get rid of them completely.

      She realised he was watching her and forced a smile. “Do you have nails?”

      “Yes. In the basement. As well as boards. The house was constantly in need of repair during my mother’s rein; we will not be short of supplies.”

      “Let’s get this done, then.”

      He smiled at her, and the fondness in his expression was almost enough to melt the queasy sensation.

      They collected the equipment they would need. Thick jackets to ward off the cold. Gloves and scarves for protection against bites. Dorran strapped a sheathed knife under his coat then fussed over Clare, making sure she had small blades tucked into pockets within easy reach. Then they both retrieved a main weapon: the poker for Clare and a hatchet for Dorran.

      Clare carried the maps and a lamp as she followed Dorran. She sucked in a breath as they left the warmth of their bedroom and pulled her scarf up to cover her mouth and nose.

      Getting from their room to the basement was a short hike. Clare watched the sun through the windows they passed. Small flakes of snow were snatched at and hurled around by the wind. Gradually, natural light was filtered out as they descended deeper into Winterbourne.

      The staff’s areas were shabby and old compared to the rest of the house. Dust, which hadn’t been tolerated in any of the family’s many rooms, had gathered across a lot of the tools. Dorran picked out a can full of nails from the shelves behind their indoor garden and passed them to Clare. “Would you carry these?”

      “Sure.” She took the hammer as well, then Dorran bent to reach a stack of wood piled underneath the shelves.

      “I can help—” Clare reached towards Dorran as he hauled out eight of the planks.

      “I have this.” His voice was a fraction tighter than usual, but he didn’t hesitate as he hefted the planks to carry them across his shoulder.

      Clare pressed her lips together. Dorran never complained, but she worried for him. Neither of them were in peak shape. They had run out of meat, and the tinned soup—their only source of food left—wasn’t meeting their caloric needs. Both of them were trying to recover from injuries while simultaneously dealing with the cold, the stress, and the exertion that Winterbourne demanded. Sometimes, she had the sense that they were being held together by will alone. She didn’t know what would happen when their resilience finally failed.

      Dorran, breathing heavily, stopped in the cathedral-like room that bridged the basement, the wine cellar, the garden, and the hallway back to the main parts of the house. He adjusted the boards on his shoulder and glanced at Clare. “Wine cellar?”

      “Yep.” She knew why he was asking. Of all the rooms in the house, she hated the cellar the most. The cold stone space seemed to leak hostility, and her skin prickled whenever she neared it. But it needed to be dealt with first—it held an entryway to a hidden chamber the hollows had been living in.

      Dorran hesitated, his dark eyes questioning. She made herself smile. He gave a brief smile in return then stepped towards the cellar stairs.

      Clare shivered as she passed through the massive stone archway. The change in atmosphere was palpable. The hairs rose along her arms, and no matter how thick the jacket was, it never seemed enough to keep out the damp, frozen air. She held the lamp ahead of herself and kept close enough to Dorran to light his feet. As the steps led down, the grey stone created endless echoes that bounced across the walls. The candle’s light felt muted. It shone off Dorran’s back, shimmering in his dark hair and across the wooden planks, but never reaching far enough to see ahead of him.

      The steps levelled out into a stone floor. Shelves rose around Clare, the bottles glinting in a way that reminded her of eyes in the dark. She kept her breathing shallow, her ears straining to pick up any unnatural noises as Dorran wove between the shelves. In the distance, she caught the sound of dripping, and behind her, something that might have been a sigh or an echo. Dorran was moving too fast. Clare started to lose him amongst the shelves. She broke into a jog and staggered as her shoe clipped an uneven stone. She caught her balance against one of the shelves. Its bottles clinked as they rocked in their holders.

      Dorran had stopped. Even though he faced her, he looked half like a stranger. His deep-set eyes were full of shadows. The candlelight painted unnatural angles over his face as its flame guttered. They stared at each other, unmoving, and Clare’s heart felt like it was about to burst.

      “Clare? Are you all right?” His voice was distorted by the wine cellar’s echoes.

      Clare didn’t trust herself to speak, but she gave two quick nods. Dorran adjusted his hold on the boards and held out a hand, and Clare moved to his side. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. They walked side by side, and for a moment, Clare could hear only their breaths.

      They reached the back wall. Clare recognised the place she’d seen a hollow one scrabbling at the ground. She nodded towards it. “The door must be somewhere here.”

      Dorran bent and let the wood fall against the end of the closest shelf. “Keep the light steady.”

      She held it high while Dorran explored the wall. His gloved fingers dug into the gaps between the stones, feeling for any sort of opening.

      A soft noise intruded. A shudder ran through Clare, and the candle flickered. The scratching noises were back. Fingernails on stone… digging, digging, digging.

      “Dorran.” She kept her voice to a whisper. “Do you hear that? The scratching noises?”

      He stopped his search. They both held their breaths. The scratching ran around them, distorted but persistent. Clare strained to hear where it was coming from. The cellar was disorienting, and the noise was so faint, it was almost possible to lose it under the sound of her pulse.

      Dorran watched her, his expression unreadable. “Do you still hear it?”

      “Yes. Don’t you?”

      He frowned, staring into the blackness, and after a moment, he shook his head. “I do not.”

      Clare swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I’m not imagining it.”

      “No. You’re not.” He stripped off his gloves as he stood. A finger brushed loose hair back behind her ear. His eyes were sad but intense. “I promised you I would not doubt you again. And I don’t. You are better at hearing them than me. Please, stand guard. Tell me if they come closer.”

      She nodded. Dorran’s fingers lingered a moment, grazing her jaw, then fell away. He turned back to the wall and ran his hands across the surface.

      He believes me. She couldn’t hear the scratching noise any longer. Part of her already wanted to believe she’d imagined it. The cellar was making her paranoid, and it would be easy to extrapolate a simple echo into something malevolent. But the other part of her held steady. She’d doubted her senses once before, and it had nearly killed Dorran. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Dorran pressed his shoulder against part of the wall. It shifted back. Hinges, old and rusty, groaned as they turned, and the door drifted inwards.

      “There.” His smile glinted in the thin light. “We found it. Are you ready?”

      She didn’t feel ready. Dorran waited in the opening, his dark eyes trying to read hers. She knew he would let her return upstairs, into the safety and warmth of their room, if she asked. He would probably even be grateful for it. But that would mean he would have to enter the passageway alone. Clare’s fingers ached from how hard she gripped the lamp, but she lifted her chin and stepped through the doorway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      The wooden hallway was wide enough that Clare and Dorran could stand side by side. The pathways would have been built by the house’s original owner, a woman who had constructed Winterbourne deep in the forest to hide away from the world, following her husband’s death. Clare guessed she had designed the passages to be her refuge—a way to move about the house without staff or relatives knowing.

      Dorran stopped inside the door and glanced down the passageway’s length. It stretched away in both directions, the smooth walls vanishing within feet. The lantern wasn’t as bright as Clare would have liked; already, she couldn’t see much of the wine cellar. Just the glint of two bottles that looked horribly like eyes.

      “We will have to nail this one closed from the inside.” Dorran ran his hands across the wood door. On the other side was stone, designed to blend into the cellar’s walls. Clare nodded. They had no way to drill into the stone without specialised tools. She tried not to let her panic rise as they stepped inside the passageway and pulled the door closed behind them.

      With their exit sealed, the hallway’s sickly musky scent intensified. It smelt like rancid meat and rats. The hollows were responsible: a mixture of wet, decaying clothes, greasy hair, and injuries left open and allowed to fester. Clare tried not to imagine how many of them had paced the hallways for their smell to permeate it.

      Dorran lifted one of the wood pieces, braced it across the door, and held out a hand. Clare passed him a nail and the hammer. For a moment, her ears were filled with the hard thuds of metal impacting wood. Dorran drove the nails in at opposing angles, ensuring they could not be pulled out easily. Once the first board was secured, he picked up a second but paused before positioning it.

      “I have been thinking. About your car and about Beth.”

      “Yeah?” She offered him the nails.

      “If we are to reach your sister, we will have to learn more about the hollows. About how to handle them, how to fight them, how to escape them.”

      “Right.”

      He drove in the first nail then lined up the second. “And the supplies in your car would be a boon. As it is, we will run out of food in four days.”

      Clare squeezed her eyes closed. She hadn’t expected it to be so soon. “Is that all we have?”

      “Yes. Initially, I had planned to ration it. But you were not well. Your body needed fuel to heal.”

      And Clare had refused to let Dorran ration his own food. When she’d found out that was what he was doing, she refused to eat unless he ate at the same time. She didn’t regret that. Not even when faced with their dwindling supplies.

      “The garden is growing well,” Dorran continued. “A few of the plants, especially the leafy ones, could be harvested within five or six days. But it will not be enough to survive on, and we are still a few weeks away from sustainable food. I considered sprouting some of the seeds. But the amount we would need to eat to even last a week would wipe out our store, and that, of course, would put an end to our garden.”

      “You’re thinking about going to the car.”

      “Yes. If we can find a way to reach it and to bring the food home, we will not have to go hungry.”

      “And it’s like a practice run for getting to Beth.”

      “Exactly.”

      The passageway didn’t feel as cold or dark as it had a moment ago. Clare bit her lip, a cautious sense of hope starting to form. If they could reach the car, then surely, they could make it outside the forest. And if they could get outside…

      Dorran kept his head down as he finished nailing the second piece of wood. He hadn’t voiced the idea just to make idle conversation, she realised. He’d felt her stress and brought up the plan to give her something less grim to think about. Not for the first time, Clare felt a pang of gratitude that they were together.

      She pulled the hand-drawn maps out of her pocket as Dorran put down his hammer. They unfolded the pages against the stone wall, and Clare held her lantern close. Dorran marked off the entrance they’d sealed, then he drew two red lines through the empty space to indicate which direction the passages went.

      “Left or right?” Dorran asked.

      “Right.” Clare could see lilting stairs leading upwards. More than anything, she wanted to put some distance between them and the wine cellar.

      Unlike the main parts of the house, the wooden passageways weren’t flat. They constantly led upwards and downwards with sets of two, three, or four shallow steps at a time. It disoriented Clare. For a house as proud and rigid as Winterbourne, the uneven stairs felt like a dirty secret hidden away where no one could see.

      She hated having her back exposed. Every time she tilted her head, she glimpsed leaping shadows in her peripheral vision. She thought she heard the scratching again, except this time, it faded in and out of hearing, never close or loud enough for her to be certain it was there. Still, it teased her senses and terrified her subconscious.

      The familiar question kept playing through her mind. How many are there? How many?

      She imagined them creeping up behind her. Scuttling. Moving so quietly that their noises were buried under her footsteps and gasping breaths. She could almost feel them behind her, close enough to snatch at the hem of her dress, close enough for their bony fingers to tangle in her hair and yank her back into the yawning darkness. When the tension grew too immense for her to bear, she turned. The pathway was empty.

      She hated the tunnels. She hated the house. But Winterbourne was the only thing keeping her and Dorran alive. She squared her shoulders and lifted the lamp higher to light their path.

      Behind her, the soft scrabble of grasping fingernails seemed to seep out of the house, coming from every corner and every crevice, unstoppable and repugnant, like a stain bleeding through the walls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      They sat in their nest of blankets in front of the fire, shoulder-to-shoulder as they watched the flames. A pot of soup sat in the coals, warming. Clare felt as though she could finally breathe again.

      Even after two trips into the furnace room for more wood and eight sealed doors, they hadn’t finished working through the ground floor. Her nerves were raw. She imagined she could still hear the scratching sounds in the back of her mind.

      Dorran reached forward to stir the pot as wisps of steam began to rise. As he settled back at Clare’s side, he kissed the top of her head. “Today was a challenge. You did well.”

      “You did most of it,” she countered. Still, she relaxed against him, enjoying how solid and safe he felt.

      He murmured happily, his fingers running over her arms, his eyes closed. For that moment, everything felt right again. Clare could forget about the monsters crawling through their house. She could forget about the world outside the forest. She could even forget the scratching noises. She had Dorran. And in that moment, she realised she’d found the answer to a question she’d asked herself earlier. Could I spend the rest of my life in Winterbourne? She smiled. Yes. I could. As long as Dorran is with me, I could live anywhere.

      The moment ended, though. The soup bubbled, and Dorran reached forward to take it from the heat before it spilt over. He divided it into two bowls and placed one in Clare’s hands.

      “Let’s eat,” he said, his fingertips trailing over her shoulder as though he were as reluctant to let her go as she was. “And you must be ready for some rest. It’s been a long day.”

      Through the window, Clare could see the red and gold of a sunset spreading through the falling snow. The weather outside could be ferocious, and it could be terrifying, but it was the first time she’d seen the property look so beautiful.

      They ate in silence. Dorran was never very chatty, but he seemed quieter than normal. She snuck glances at him. He was tired, but there was something more in his expression. She tucked her feet up under herself and put her bowl aside. “Dorran?”

      He startled, and some life returned to his eyes. “Sorry. I have been ignoring you, haven’t I?”

      “I don’t mind that. But… something’s worrying you.”

      He opened his mouth then closed it again. Clare waited. After a moment, he said, “There is a lot to do. That’s all.”

      “You’re worried about going to the car, aren’t you?”

      He chuckled. “You read me too easily.”

      “I’ll go with you. I’ll be there to help.”

      His smile cracked. She’d touched on a sore spot. Clare found his hand and wrapped hers around it, twining the fingers together. He felt cold.

      “You can tell me,” she whispered.

      His voice was raw. “I cannot even fight you on accompanying me. This is not something I can accomplish alone. I would need your help. But that would mean asking you to step into a situation that… that may kill you.”

      “That’s fine. I want to come. And by now, you should know I’m not letting you go alone.”

      A chuckle broke through the tension masking his face. “Yes. You are strong. Stronger than I expected. But this, Clare—”

      The flames made shadows leap across the planes of his face. He was quiet for a beat, then he continued in a calmer voice. “This will be dangerous. More danger than I ever wanted you to be in. And I do not know if I can keep you safe out there.”

      “We can prepare. We’ll have weapons. Maybe even some kind of armour.”

      “Yes. But I keep thinking of what your sister said this morning. The heroes are dying. The ones who take risks are never heard from again. And her advice seemed so wise; do not take chances. Choose the safest path. Hide.”

      Clare didn’t know what to say. She and Dorran sat so close that she could feel his chest rise with every breath and see the dampness shining in his eyes. He blinked, trapped in some kind of mental battle, then he spoke again.

      “And yet, I feel like we must try. Yes, we could sit here, hidden, always taking the cautious option, always guarding ourselves, but what life is that?” He was holding her hand almost hard enough to hurt. “That is not the kind of life I want to give you. Hungry. Unable to see your sister. Always flinching at the noises in the walls. That is not the life you deserve.”

      “Dorran.”

      His eyes were growing increasingly frantic. “But I am afraid. Oh, Clare, I am afraid. I have never cared about anything so much. I must keep you safe. I want to see you happy, if I can. Why must these goals be so thoroughly opposed?”

      “Dorran.” She shuffled around so that she could sit in his lap, carefully detangled their hands, and wrapped her arms around him. She could feel his heart through his shirt. It thundered. She held him tightly and whispered, “It won’t be your fault if something bad happens out there.”

      “But…”

      “I want to go. I’m ready to go. And, yeah, I’m frightened, too, and I’m hoping you’ll stay near me if things get bad. But… if it goes wrong… that isn’t your fault. It’s a choice we made together.”

      He didn’t answer. His arms enveloped her, though, as though he never wanted to let her go.

      Clare buried her face into his chest. She knew very little about his childhood, but what she’d learned was painful. His mother had controlled him through guilt, and he’d never learned how to let it go. It was like an invisible weight on his shoulders. She wished she could do more to ease it from him, but she worried that it might be too deeply engrained, that he would always accept more responsibility than he deserved.

      Instead, she stretched to put her head closer to his and kissed his neck. He shivered. His fingers tangled in her hair. She tilted her head back, and his lips brushed hers then pressed closer for a kiss. He was sweet, moving carefully and tenderly. She held on to him, warming him, and felt the tension fade from his body.

      They stayed like that until the fire began to burn down into coals. As the room’s shadows deepened, Dorran’s hoarse voice disturbed the stillness. “How soon would you like to make the journey to the car?”

      Clare bit her lip. The longer they put it off, the more she would dread it. Already, it loomed like an impassable mountain. “Soon. Tomorrow?”

      He nodded. “Yes. It is probably wise to go early, before our stores grow too low. That way, we will still have some time to adjust our plans if anything goes wrong.”

      It’s not going to go wrong, she told herself as she closed her eyes. Dorran will look after you, and you’ll look after Dorran.

      She fell asleep at the fireside to the sensation of Dorran stroking her hair. The scratching sounds continued to follow Clare into her dreams. She wrestled with them, sometimes trying to run from them and sometimes trying to find their source, but no matter what she did, she couldn’t escape them.

      Clare woke early. The pale light coming through the windows told her the morning would be clear. It didn’t bear much significance on the rest of the day… but she wanted to take it as a good sign.

      She rolled over. Dorran stood at one of the tall, narrow windows, hands clasped behind himself as he surveyed the land outside. Clare rose, bringing one of the blankets with herself to wrap around her shoulders. Dorran held out an arm to welcome her at his side, and together, they looked out over the pure-white field.

      “I have a plan.” He looked tired; dark circles ringed his eyes.

      She wondered how long he’d been awake. The melancholy seemed to have lifted, though, and Clare smiled. “Yeah?”

      “It is an hour’s walk to the car. All of yesterday afternoon, I was trying to think of how we could be faster. Improvised skis? Lighter loads? Under the best conditions and if we jog the whole way, we could be there in half an hour and back in the same amount of time. But that is still an hour spent outside. An hour where we are vulnerable.”

      The air was clear that day, and the forest stood out more sharply than normal. The pine trees wore their familiar cap of white, but the trunks were still dark. Clare searched the spaces between them for movement. She knew hollows lived in the forest, but it came back to the same question that continued to plague her. How many?

      She tilted her head back to look up at Dorran. “What did you decide on?”

      “I changed my way of thinking.” He flashed her a smile. “Instead of trying to be fast, we will be slow.”

      “Okay.” She wasn’t following, but she trusted he knew what he was talking about.

      “Instead of packing light, we will bring a sled. There is chicken wire in the storage shed behind the garden. With a good, strong cloth, I believe we can create something like a tent—something tough enough to protect us if the hail returns.”

      She’d been so focussed on avoiding the hollows, she hadn’t considered the temperamental weather. But the first time they’d attempted to reach the car, they had been caught in a hailstorm that had risen unnaturally quickly. They didn’t seem to strike often, but when they did, the storms were brutal.

      “We will have weapons,” Dorran said. “But more importantly, we will have armour. This time, instead of trying to kill them before they bite us, we will make ourselves unbitable. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah. Defensive, rather than offensive.” Clare nodded. “It’s smart.”

      “Good. Eat first. You will need energy. Then we will see about our equipment. I would like to leave no later than midday. If we are being slow, we must be prepared for all eventualities—including being waylaid. I would not want to be outside after dark.”
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      Clare and Dorran crouched in the stone room bridging the garden, the basement, and the wine cellar. The room was cold, but it was closest to the equipment they needed. Dorran had laid out a sheet to work on. One of the immense, heavy-woven red drapes had been wrenched off its holder in the dining room and lay in a pool beside them. Dorran unspooled chicken wire from its roll and, by buckling it and tying it, created a dome shape.

      “We will be like a turtle,” he joked.

      When it was completed, it would be just large enough for them to huddle underneath. Once the frame was ready, Dorran layered the drapes over it, then a second set of the wire, followed by more drapes. The fabric was thick. It added to the construct’s weight, but Clare hoped it would be enough to keep the weather out, at least.

      Clare had her back to the cellar. She couldn’t tell if that was better or worse than facing it. Her mind was constantly hunting for the scratching sounds, the shuffling, and the quiet breaths that would be her only warning of someone creeping up behind her.

      Dorran rocked back on his heels, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. “It will be heavy. But I would rather carry this weight than have it fail on us when we need it most.”

      Clare finished tying off one section. She couldn’t help but admire their handiwork. The vivid red cloth would stand out against the white snow, but it was a solid construction. Dorran lifted one end, and Clare tried picking up the other side. Between the two of them, they could heave it up, but Clare knew they wouldn’t get far carrying it on their backs. They dropped it back onto the floor.

      “It won’t be such a burden when we have the sled.” Dorran packed up the tool kit they’d been using, scooped up the unused chicken wire, and carried it back to the shelves in the storage area. As he put away the equipment, Clare brushed her hand across some of the tools. Garden gloves, so old and worn they were starting to fall apart. Trowels. Bottles of fertiliser. They were all well-used.

      A sense of regret washed over her. Dorran’s family had issues, but he’d talked fondly about some of the staff. Someone had dedicated their life to tending to the garden. They had worn the gloves daily. And they would never be back.

      She turned away. A pitchfork caught her notice. She picked it up and shook dust from its handle. “Dorran, what about this?”

      “Yes.” He felt across the prongs, testing their sharpness. “This will be useful. I will try to find a second ranged weapon too. And a knife of some kind, perhaps. I wish this family had been interested in swords—” He broke off, and his eyes flitted towards the ceiling.

      Clare looked up, too, a spike of panic catching in her throat as she thought Dorran had heard something.

      Then he smiled. “My uncle used to be involved in fencing. They will not be any use for weapons, but the masks will make a good defence for our faces. Come, let’s see if I can remember where he stored his equipment.”

      They dropped the pitchfork beside the protective dome and crossed to the stairs. Clare was faintly aware of how quickly the time was passing. She had a sense that if they didn’t get there that day, they might never make it. The sky had stayed clear all morning. It was almost as though the outside world were waiting for them, staying on its best behaviour as it coaxed them outside. If they missed their chance, the following day might be storming. And then the next. And then, all of a sudden, they would be out of food.

      Dorran moved carefully. They still hadn’t found most of the concealed passageways, and as long as they stayed open, the house wasn’t truly theirs. Any time they passed through a new room, he paused at the door and listened.

      The constant guardedness was beginning to wear on Clare. Every noise and creak made her flinch. By comparison, Dorran was like a rock. He was cautious, but never flighty. When Clare’s nerves started tightening beyond endurance, she looked at his face, watched how steady and confident he was, and made herself relax.

      Dorran tried one of the second-floor rooms first, but after a minute of sifting through a wardrobe, backed out. “Not here. Which means it’s either in his bedroom or—”

      Clare grabbed his arm to silence him. In between the house’s natural noises, the buffeting wind, and their own movements, she thought she’d caught a hint of another noise. A human noise.

      Dorran held still while they listened. Under the house’s hollowness, Clare was sure she could hear a voice. Words. Coming from above them. On the third floor.

      Madeline? No… she was so careful about not letting us hear her before. She can’t be back. And the others don’t talk.

      Dorran silently unsheathed his knife and beckoned for Clare to stay close to him. Together, they stepped into the hallway and faced the stairs. The voice had fallen silent, but Clare could still feel its echoes, seemingly hovering around her ears like invisible moths. Dorran was at the stairs before Clare could hiss a warning to him. His dark eyes scanned the upper landing as he ascended, and Clare, her heart beating against her ribs, followed closely.

      What if it’s a trap? They could be trying to lure us towards them.

      They stopped at the top of the stairs. Neither of them breathed. The silence held for a moment. Then the voice came again, floating out of their bedroom.

      “I hope you’re okay. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

      Clare took a sharp breath, half in relief, half in shock. The voice was Beth’s. They’d agreed to speak again that day. She’d been looking forward to it—but she hadn’t realised the morning was that late. She slipped past Dorran and ran along the hallway, jarring the cuts on her leg but barely noticing. She caught herself on the bedroom door, fumbled to unlock it, then darted inside. The radio sat next to their fireside bed. She grabbed it and turned on her signal. “I’m here! Sorry!”

      Static answered her. Clare dropped back onto her heels, burning disappointment stinging her throat and eyes. She should have watched the time more closely or at least thought to bring the radio with her.

      Dorran hesitated in the doorway, his eyes tight. “I am sorry…”

      “Not your fault.” The words were automatic. She swiped her palm across her eyes to clear them and took a ragged breath. “She’ll try again tomorrow. And I’ll make sure I don’t miss it.”

      He approached, and his hand gently rested over her shoulder. “Would you like some time?”

      “No.” They didn’t have time to spare. She pushed onto her feet and took a slow, steadying breath. “Let’s keep going. Where did you say we were looking next?”

      They followed the hallway around a corner, where Dorran unlocked and opened the door to a bedroom. A strange sensation spread through Clare as she stepped over the threshold. Most of the house had been maintained so impeccably that it was hard to imagine someone living there, but this room was filled with signs of life. At the same time, it had an odd feeling about it—one Clare couldn’t put into words.

      A bed, not much different to their own, had been neatly made. A jacket hung across the back of a chair, with a scarf carelessly draped over a side table beside a hairbrush and watch.

      Clare, feeling like she was intruding on something private, didn’t let herself touch anything. She stayed to the centre of the room with her arms wrapped around her chest. “What was his name?”

      “Eros.” Dorran stepped around the bed to approach one of two large wardrobes.

      Clare knew the name. Dorran had told her about Eros when recounting the night half of his family had died at Madeline’s whim. She’d put cyanide in their wine, culling the family of any sign of dissent. Eros had taken Dorran’s side in the disagreement, and he had lost his life for it.

      Shivers travelled through her. She understood why the room disturbed her so much now. The way the scarf and jacket had been carelessly arranged made it look like Eros had risen from bed just that morning. But he had not lived there for many years.

      Madeline had not left the room locked up and forgotten, either. The furniture had been kept free from dust. The sheets must have been changed regularly. Each morning, the jacket would have been lifted to allow the chair to be dusted then carefully placed back the way it had been.
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