Chapter 1

A sinister snap echoed through the moonless night as the old tree's body splintered and
cracked.

In the quiet town of Rashford, more precisely on the outskirts by Helen Road, where
time seemed to stand still and the air was always heavy with the scent of honeysuckle
and moss, a timeworn, gnarled oak tree stood as a silent sentinel. Stories whispered by
the wind spoke of its ageless power and the spirits it harboured. As dusk fell on this
seemingly ordinary day, a sudden tempest erupted, shattering the tranquillity with its
deafening roars. The wind howled like a tortured beast, ripping through the town with an
uncharacteristic ferocity. Amidst this chaos, the eerie snap echoed through the air - a
sound that seemed to come from deep within the oak itself. As if in response, a spectral
figure emerged from its bowels - a boy who looked no older than sixteen, his skin as pale
as moonlight and eyes alight with a terrifying power.

His arrival marked an unexpected shift in the town's dynamics; his very presence
radiating an energy that hinted at both danger and intrigue. The peaceful monotony of
Rashford Town was shattered, replaced by an atmosphere thick with suspense and
anticipation. Even as the tempest threatened to consume him, he stumbled forward - a
harbinger of events yet to unfold.

Each faltering step sent tremors through his fragile form, the sensations overwhelming
and alien. The wind shrieked like a ghastly symphony of wretched souls, carrying with it
the whispers of a language he could not comprehend - a vile tongue that spoke of
ancient evils and unfathomable atrocities.

"Aaargh!" The boy's voice was barely audible, lost in the pandemonium of the storm. He
reached out in desperation, attempting to seize the rain that thrashed his flesh. But
instead of water, his fingers encountered something gelid and corporeal - a substance
that should not exist in this realm.

As he cautiously ventured further from the ageless tree that gave him birth, a creeping
terror began to permeate his very marrow. The darkness seemed to contort and pulsate
as if ravenous for his soul. His heart pounded relentlessly, his breath coming in short,
panicked gasps.

A jagged streak of lightning tore across the sky, momentarily illuminating grotesque
figures lurking at the road’s fringe—monstrosities stitched from the fabric of nightmares
and steeped in raw evil. The crackle of thunder echoed, deep and menacing, as if nature
itself recoiled from these lurid spectres, once more scaring the life out of him. The air
was thick with an acrid tang that clung to his throat, while an unsettling chill crept over
his skin like cold velvet.



He stood rooted in place, every fibre in him demanding he ran, but something about
those shadowy forms tugged at his sheer curiosity—a whisper of innocence wrestling
with primal fear. His mind reeled as if he'd tasted bitter despair—an unfamiliar flavour
that left him trembling inside.

But where would he go? This world was alien and horrifying, and he was nothing but a
forsaken spirit ensnared in a decaying vessel.

"Aaargh!" he cried out again, his voice quavering with fear.

Only the howling wind responded, bearing with it the stink of putrefaction and despair.
The boy embraced himself tightly, his slight frame quivering uncontrollably in the cold.
He took another tentative step forward, ignorant of the malignant presence that lurked
within the shadows.

The boy's thoughts raced, desperately searching for some kind of refuge amidst the
chaos and destruction surrounding him. Blank thoughts flooded his mind, taunting him
with the realisation that he was all alone now, beyond safety’s grasp. He longed for
sanctuary, butin this strange and dangerous world, he had no idea where to find it.

Battling through the remorseless tempest, the oppressive darkness engulfed him,
draining every iota of hope from his trembling frame. Each gale of wind carried a sinister
voice, deriding and tormenting with malevolent promises of unspeakable torment. The
boy's tormented cries were smothered by the deafening din of thunder and rain, yet still
he called out for deliverance, only to be met with a disquieting silence. As the storm
raged on, a vile premonition took root - something depraved and insatiable slithered just
beyond his grasp, eager to rend him asunder without an ounce of mercy.

The windshield wipers thrashed against the torrential onslaught, their frenzied thump-
thump echoing Meredith Caldwell's frantic thoughts. She gripped the steering wheel
with a vice-like grip, her knuckles turning pale as she navigated the perilous twists and
turns of the slick road.

"Brian!" she whispered, her voice barely audible over the raging storm. Rain continued
pouring from the sky, pattering against the windshield as she drove her car. She looked
at the folded flag on the dashboard, tears streaming down her face as she remembered
the phone call that shattered her world. Her son's medals hung from the front view
mirror, glinting in the dim light of the of the night.

Her heart was heavy with the weight of grief, just as it had been on this very night when
she had received the devastating news of his death in the army. The memories of their
love flooded her mind, mixed with the agony and anger at his sacrifice. She couldn't
decide if she wanted to hold onto those memories or push them away, as they only
brought her more pain.



Her mind flooded with memories of her son, each one hitting her with the force of a
crashing wave. His laughter, his smile, the way his eyes crinkled when he was truly
happy. And then, the crushing weight of his absence, a void that threatened to consume
her whole.

Tears threatened to spill anew from Meredith's eyes as she spoke. "l wish | had never let
you go," she whispered, regret gnawing at her heart. "But deep down, | know that you
needed to leave, even if it tore me apart.”

A sudden movement caught her eye. In an instant, her headlights illuminated a small,
ghostly figure standing in the middle of the road. Her heart leapt into her throat.

"Oh God!" she screamed, slamming on the brakes.

The car jolted violently, tires screeching against the slick pavement. Meredith's world
spun wildly, a dizzying blur of rain and darkness. She felt the sickening impact, heard the
sickening crunch of metal.

When the car finally skidded to a stop, Meredith sat frozen in shock, gasping for air. The
windshield wipers continued their relentless beat, clearing away sheets of rain to
reveal... nothing.

"No, no, no," she whimpered, fumbling with her seatbelt. "Please, not again."

Her hands shook as she reached for the door handle, her mind reeling. Had she
imagined it? Was the grief finally driving her mad? Or was there truly a child out there,
broken and bleeding on the unforgiving road?

"Hold on," Meredith called out, her voice cracking. "I'm coming. Just... just hold on."

Meredith wrenched the car door open, the storm's fury assaulting her senses. Rain
lashed her face as she stumbled onto the road, her feet slipping on the slick surface.
Her heart pounded a frantic rhythm against her ribs, each beat a desperate prayer.

"Where are you?" she cried, squinting through the downpour. "Please, answer me!"

Lightning split the sky, illuminating the scene in stark relief. And there, just beyond her
headlights, a small figure lay crumpled on the asphalt. Meredith's breath caughtin her
throat as she rushed forward, her soaked clothes clinging to her trembling frame.

"Oh, sweetheart," she whispered, dropping to her knees beside the child. "I'm so sorry.
Ilm_ll

The words died on her lips as the boy's body suddenly jerked to life, his head lurching up
to meet Meredith's gaze. She gasped in shock, unable to look away from the piercing
eyes that seem to hold the entire universe within them. A strange, otherworldly glow
surrounded the boy's flawless skin, defying all logic and reason.



"You...you're not hurt," Meredith stammered, her voice trembling with disbelief and
wonder. She tentatively reached out a hand, expecting it to pass through the boy's
ethereal form like a mirage. "How is this possible?" But as she looked at her car, she saw
a deep dentin the bumper where they had collided. The evidence was undeniable -
there was physical contact. Meredith could feel her mind reeling as she tried to make
sense of this supernatural encounter.

The youth tilted his head, regarding her with an expression of innocent bewildered
curiosity. She could see his hesitation. Raindrops clung to his impossibly long lashes,
and for a moment, Meredith was struck by a memory of her own son, eyes wide with
wonder as he explored the world.

"What's your name, sweetheart?" she asked gently, even as a part of her screamed that
this was wrong, that no human child could survive such an impact unscathed.

The boy's lips parted, but no sound emerged. He looked around, confusion etched
across his delicate features, as if seeing the world for the first time.

Meredith's maternal instincts surged, warring with the growing unease in the pit of her
stomach. "We need to get you out of this rain," she said, her voice wavering. "l... | should
take you to a hospital, make sure you're really okay."

Meredith's heart ached as she struggled with the decision. She knew she should hand
over the youth to the authorities, but the mere thought of it sent shivers down her spine.
How could she subject this innocent being to the scrutiny and uncertainty of strangers?
Yet, if she didn't turn him in, what would happen to the child in the long run? Meredith
was torn between a sense of duty and a deep-rooted fear.

"Brian," she whispered, her late son's name a prayer on her lips. "What would you want
me to do?"

The boy reached out, his small hand grasping hers with surprising strength. In that
touch, Meredith felt a surge of warmth, of purpose, that she hadn't experienced since
losing her son. It was reckless, perhaps even dangerous, but in that moment, she made
her decision.

"Come on, little one," Meredith said, her voice steadier now. "Let's get you somewhere
safe."

As she helped the youth to his feet, a nagging voice in the back of her mind whispered
warnings of the unknown. But Meredith silenced it, focusing instead on the familiar
ache of protectiveness swelling in her chest. Whatever mysteries this boy held,
whatever dangers might follow, she would face them. She had failed to save her son
once; she would not fail this boy.



Meredith steadied him, her weathered hands gentle against his rain-slicked skin. As she
guided him towards the car, a sudden chill crawled up her spine. Her gaze darted to the
side, drawn by an unseen force.

Perched menacingly on a gnarled branch sat a raven, its inky feathers glistening with the
blood of the storm. Each droplet seemed to refract some unfathomable darkness. But it
was the bird's eyes that froze Meredith's very soul—twin orbs of liquid night, gleaming
with an intelligence that sent violent tremors through her very being.

"It's okay," Meredith murmured, more to herself than the youth. "It's just a bird. Nothing
to be afraid of."

But the words rang hollow, even as she spoke them. There was nothing "just" about that
raven. Its presence felt like a portent, a harbinger of something vast and terrible looming
on the horizon.

Shaking off the dread, Meredith turned her attention back to the boy. His wide eyes
darted between her and the raven; confusion etched across his delicate features.

"Can you understand me, sweetheart?" she asked, her voice soft and soothing despite
the storm's howl. "What's your name?"

The youth’s brow furrowed, his lips moving silently as if tasting unfamiliar words. When
he spoke, it was in a language Meredith had never heard - lilting and ethereal, like wind
through ageless trees.

"I'm sorry, | don't... | don't understand," Meredith said, frustration and concern warring
within her. How could she help him if they couldn't even communicate?

Her nervous fingers fumbled through her pockets, searching for something to offer as a
peace offering. She finally grasped the crinkling edge of a solitary candy bar, its wrapper
smooth and shiny from being tucked away for so long. She considered it briefly, then
extended it towards the boy, who regarded her with sceptical eyes, his brow knitin
uncertainty. "Go on, it's yours," she encouraged softly, peeling back the wrapper's
metallic sheen to reveal the deep brown chocolate beneath and gently placing it into his
open hand. The scent of cocoa and sugar filled the air and her mouth watered at the
thought of taking a bite.

The boy hesitated for a second, bringing it closer to inspect with his nose flaring ever so
slightly to catch its rich aroma mingled with the sweet scent of cocoa and sugar. Finally
convinced, he nibbled tentatively at first before yielding to hunger. His teeth tore into it
eagerly as though each bite was an event savoured after long days without food.

Around them, fallen leaves rustled like whispered secrets across the ground, adding
sonic texture to this quiet exchange. The air carried with it a musty autumnal smell that



blended with the lingering chocolate fragrance now fully under assault by enthusiastic
chews — chewy and creamy in each gratifying mouthful.

"My name is Meredith," she signed. "Meredith!"
The boy's eyes widened with recognition. “Aodhan!” he smiled.

"Aodhan," Meredith breathed, the name feeling both alien and achingly familiar on her
tongue. "Your name is Aodhan."

As their eyes met, Meredith felt a connection spark between them, transcending
language and logic. In that moment, she knew with bone-deep certainty that her life
would never be the same. She felt a growing unease settle within her. His mysterious
words spoken in a language unheard before hinted at secrets untold and mysteries yet
unfolded. The exchange of the candy bar carried an air of significance beyond mere
sustenance, as if it was a catalyst for something greater, something unseen but palpably
looming on the horizon.

And as their shared moment unfolded amidst the rustling leaves and fading light, a
connection formed between Meredith and Aodhan that transcended mere
understanding. It was as if fate itself had woven their paths together in that ephemeral
instant, binding them inextricably to a future fraught with uncertainty and unforeseen
dangers.

Unbeknownst to them, as they stood locked in this silent exchange, the raven took flight
into the swirling abyss of the night, its departure marking only the beginning of an
enigmatic journey filled with shadows and revelations yet to come.

Meredith gently guided Aodhan towards her car, her hand trembling slightly as she
opened the passenger door. The boy's otherworldly grace was a stark contrast to his
bewildered expression, his eyes darting about like a frightened fawn.

"It's alright," Meredith murmured, more to herself than to Aodhan. "You're safe now."

As she settled into the driver's seat, her mind raced with a torrent of questions. Who
was this boy? Where had he come from? And why did she feel such an inexplicable,
visceral need to protect him?

The engine sputtered to life, headlights cutting through the deluge as Meredith eased
onto the road. Aodhan pressed his palms against the window, mesmerized by the
rivulets of rain cascading down the glass.

"I don't suppose you can tell me where you're from?" Meredith asked, knowing full well
she wouldn't get an answer she could understand.

Aodhan turned to her, his eyes reflecting an impossible depth of starlight.

"I'm sorry," she said, shaking her head. "l wish you could understand me."



As they entered Rashford proper, the familiar streets took on an eerie quality. Shadows
seemed to lengthen, writhing in the corners of Meredith's vision. The rain-slicked
cobblestones glistened like the scales of some great, slumbering beast.

"Welcome to Rashford," Meredith said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Though I'm
starting to wonder if | even know this place anymore."

Aodhan's gaze was fixed on the town beyond the windshield, his expression a mixture of
wonder and something darker — recognition, perhaps? But how could that be possible?

The car crept past shuttered storefronts and dimly lit houses. In the oppressive silence,
Meredith could almost hear the secrets seeping from between the bricks of every
building they passed.

Panic gripped her like a vice once again as she tightened her grip on the steering wheel,
knuckles turning white. "What am | doing?" she screamed internally, heart racing. "l
should be getting him help, taking him to hospital or calling the police. This is
completely wrong." Her mind swirled with conflicting thoughts, torn between fear and
responsibility as she sped down the empty road.

Yet something deep within her rebelled against that notion. The mere thought of
handing Aodhan over to strangers filled her with a dread she couldn't explain.

As they passed the old church, its spire barely visible through the downpour, Aodhan
suddenly stiffened. He pressed himself back against the seat, a low keening sound
escaping his lips.

"What is it?" Meredith asked, alarmed. "What's wrong?"

But Aodhan only shook his head, his eyes squeezed shut as if to block out some terrible
vision. And in that moment, Meredith felt it too — a weight pressing down on her chest, a
sense of ancient malevolence stirring in the shadows of her beloved town.

"It's okay," she said, though her voice quavered. "We're almost home. You'll be safe
there. | promise.”

Then, Meredith made a sudden decision to veer off the main road. The turn to her farm
loomed ahead, a dark mouth in the rain-slicked night.

"l can't take you to the hospital," she said softly, glancing at Aodhan. His eyes met hers,
filled with an innocence that pierced her heart. "There's something... different about
you. They wouldn't understand.”

The boy tilted his head, a question in his gaze.

Meredith swallowed hard, memories of her lost son flooding her mind. "l... | lost
someone too."



As they bumped along the rutted drive to her farmhouse, a dark shape swooped low
over the car. Meredith gasped, swerving slightly.

"Did you see that?" she asked, her voice trembling.

Aodhan nodded, his face pressed against the glass. Outside, a massive raven alighted
upon a fence post, its eyes gleaming with malevolent intent.

"It stalks us," Meredith whispered, a chill snaking up her spine as though Death itself
caressed her. The bird's presence was an illomen - a harbinger of unspeakable horror
awakening within Rashford.

She could feel it now — the wicked energy seeping from the very core of the earth itself,
reaching out for them with ravenous tendrils like a vile spider weaving its web.

Meredith's hands shook as she parked the car, her resolve wavering.

As she stood in front of the looming farmhouse, her mind raced with doubts and fears.
Was this the right decision? What consequences would this bring to her quiet home?

What have | done? She thought, afraid of what the answer might be.

But as Aodhan turned those trusting eyes to her once more, Meredith knew she couldn't
abandon him. Whatever storms were gathering on the horizon, they would face them
together.

The key groaned in the lock as Meredith pushed open the weathered farmhouse door. A
gust of wind chased them inside, slamming it shut behind them with a resounding thud.
Aodhan flinched, his eyes wide as saucers in the dim entryway.

"It's alright," Meredith soothed, her voice barely above the storm's fury. She fumbled for
the light switch, flooding the room with a warm, golden glow. "We're safe now."

But even as the words left her lips, doubt gnawed at her. The raven's watchful gaze
lingered in her mind, a portent of darkness she couldn't shake.

Aodhan stood motionless, drinking in his surroundings. His fingers traced the peeling
wallpaper, marvelling at its faded floral patterns.

He murmured something, the word clumsy on his tongue, but verging on awe.
Meredith's heart clenched. "You've never seen anything like this before, have you?"

He shook his head, those otherworldly eyes brimming with wonder.

"Come," she said, gently guiding him towards the kitchen. "Let's get you dry and warm."

Meredith bustled about, gathering towels and setting the kettle to boil.



Thunder shook the windows, and Aodhan trembled. Meredith instinctively moved
closer, her maternal instincts overriding her fear.

"What happened to you?" she whispered, more to herself than to him. "Where did you
come from?"

As if in answer, a gust of wind howled through the chimney, carrying with it the acrid
scent of something burning. Meredith's nose wrinkled. "That's odd. | haven't lit a fire in
months."

She crossed to the fireplace, peering up into the darkness. For a moment, she could
have sworn she saw something moving, writhing in the shadows. A chill ran down her
spine.

"Meredith?" Aodhan's voice was tentative. When she turned, he was holding out a
steaming mug of tea, his expression a mix of concern and confusion.

"Thank you, dear," she said, forcing a smile. "How did you...?"

But the words died on her lips as she noticed the kettle, still cold on the stove. The tea in
her hands was scalding hot, steam rising in delicate curls.

The raven's screech echoed through the night, a chilling omen ignored as the shadows
thickened, ready to pounce at any moment.



