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Salt dried on Mara's lips before she saw the sea. The coastal road twisted between wind-scoured dunes, each turn revealing blue-gray flashes that tugged at a memory she had spent years folding shut. The passenger seat still held her mother's scarf, a faded scrap of teal that smelled faintly of brine. Aunt Lysa's lawyer had mailed the keys in a brittle envelope, no explanation beyond the deed and a note: Keep it occupied. Her aunt's handwriting, clipped and urgent, had left a cold knot in Mara's stomach. She told herself it was just property - wood, stone, taxes - but the closer she drove, the more it felt like approaching a promise she didn't remember making.

The village appeared in a sudden break of fog, shingled rooftops crouched low as if bracing against weather and gossip. Boats swayed on their moorings, rigging ticking like loose bones. The air smelled of iron and seaweed. A handful of locals lifted their eyes when her car rolled past the dockside café. Their glances were quick, then turned away in a practiced motion. She caught a snatch of whisper through a cracked window: "Lysa's kin." Another voice, softer: "She shouldn't." Mara pretended not to hear and kept her hands steady on the wheel.

She parked near the general store to collect the folder the lawyer had left. Inside, the woman at the counter slid the manila envelope across the worn wood as though passing an offering. "You sure about staying down there?" the woman asked without looking up. Mara forced a smile. "It's my place now." The woman's mouth flattened, lines deepening around her eyes. "Tide's growing strange this year. Storm without a storm, if you know what I mean." Mara didn't know, and she wasn't about to ask. She tucked the envelope under her arm and walked back into the salt-heavy light.

Beyond the last cluster of houses, a narrow causeway stretched toward the sea. At low tide, dark stones jutted like vertebrae, a path to the house that sat hunched on the waterline. Half of it floated, half of it sank, tethered by barnacled beams. Mara had seen photographs when she was a child - her mother laughing on the porch, Aunt Lysa holding a lantern - but the real thing looked smaller and stranger. Seaweed draped the railings. The porch sloped as if it had taken a breath and never let it out. She hesitated on the first slick stone, feeling the chill creep through her boots.

Crossing felt like walking a spine that led into another body. Waves licked the stones, each retreat tugging at the hem of her jeans. Wind pressed against her back, urging her forward. She balanced the keys in her palm, the metal cold and sharp. When she reached the porch, the house gave a low groan, wood expanding with the damp. For a flicker of a moment she imagined the house recognized her, though her last visit had been before memory - she must have been four, five at most. She jammed the key into the lock and pushed the door. It stuck, then yielded with a sigh.

The smell hit first: salt, mildew, and something mineral, like wet stone ground into powder. Light filtered through wavy glass, green-tinted, making the hallway seem underwater. Floorboards swelled and dipped, polished by decades of tides. On the wall hung a rope of small bells, each crusted with tarnish. Someone - Lysa - had tied dried eelgrass around them in a loop, and the grass had browned and fallen away in brittle ribbons. Mara brushed her fingers over the bells. They didn't ring. The silence felt intentional, like a held breath.

Rooms opened on either side. To the left, a parlor with low ceilings and mismatched chairs pushed against the walls. To the right, a dining room table scarred by heat marks and knife cuts. Everything bore the same salt-white film. She traced a finger across a chair back and left a clean line. Aunt Lysa had lived here alone. No neighbors close enough to call out. No family visits. Had she ever felt lonely, or had the house been company enough? Mara's throat tightened unexpectedly. She hadn't cried at the funeral; the woman she was grieving had always been an absence.

She set her duffel on the parlor floor and knelt to open the envelope. Inside: the deed, a map of the property boundary (almost all sea), and a brief note in the lawyer's steady script: "Your aunt requested the house remain occupied. She insisted the causeway is safe only at marked low tides. Please heed the tide tables. Condolences." Beneath the note, a folded tide chart, red ink circles around dates at the end of the month. One circle was thicker than the others, the ink almost gouging through the paper. Tide Night, Lysa had called the decadal flood in stories Mara half-remembered. She told herself it was coincidence.

The upstairs creaked as she climbed. The second floor sat closer to the waterline, windows crusted with dried salt spray. In the smallest bedroom she found her mother's old dresser, painted a chipped turquoise. Mara pulled open a drawer and found it empty except for a strand of pale thread and the ghost of perfume. Her chest tightened again, a pressure she couldn't cough away. This house knew things about her mother that she didn't. The thought was a lure and a threat.

By late afternoon, fog rolled in from the sea, thick and slow. The tide edged higher, slapping the lower beams. Mara stood on the back porch and watched the water climb. There was no backyard, only the gray expanse of ocean and the line of horizon. A gull drifted overhead, wingtip almost brushing the rooftop. Someone in a distant skiff lifted a hand, but when she raised hers in return, the gesture was not mirrored. The boat turned away. Wary, always wary.

Inside, she found a cabinet filled with candles and matches, each bundled with red twine. Lysa's handwriting on a scrap: Keep flame on the east sill at dusk. Mara lit one out of defiance and practicality. The flame guttered in the damp, but it stayed. She ate a granola bar standing up, too tired to cook, listening to the house settle. Now and then a faint drip sounded from nowhere, a heartbeat she couldn't locate. When she checked her phone, there was no service. The house had taken away her excuses to leave.

Night thickened. Wind rattled the panes, and the candle bent low as if bowing to the gusts. Mara lay on the couch with her coat for a blanket, eyes on the ceiling, following hairline cracks that looked like river deltas. She tried to picture Aunt Lysa moving through these rooms, performing rituals Mara didn't believe in. She pictured her mother laughing on the porch again, and then the laugh cut into a scream she couldn't remember hearing. The sound lived only in the space between her ribs. She pressed her palms there until the imagined ache faded.

Sleep dragged her under. In dreams, the house leaned until it tipped into the sea and sank. She stood on the porch as water lapped at her knees, then her waist, then her neck. Figures moved beneath the surface, faces upturned, mouths open. One of them had Aunt Lysa's silver braid trailing like eelgrass. Another had eyes the same hazel as Mara's own. She woke choking on air, heart thudding, the candle burned to a stub. Dawn seeped in blue-green.

She splashed her face with cold water from the tap and tasted rust and salt. The tide had fallen, leaving seaweed plastered to the lower walls outside, a fringe of green like the house wore a skirt. She could leave now - drive back to the village, ask questions, sleep in a clean bed. Instead she stepped out onto the porch and looked at the wet stones of the causeway. She felt the pull of the house, heavy as a hand on her shoulder. Leaving would mean accepting the version of her mother's death she had been given. Staying might tell her more, even if she didn't like the answers.

The next high tide was marked on the chart in red. Mara decided she would be inside when the water rose, watching how the house breathed when it was half-drowned; her immediate goal was to witness the tide touch the walls and learn what her aunt had been guarding.
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Morning broke with gull screams and a tide chart spread on the table. Mara traced the red circles with a thumbnail, calculating the hours between low and high. The thickest circle - end of month - loomed like an appointment she hadn't agreed to. Today’s tide would be ordinary, according to the chart, but Lysa had circled tonight's high in pencil too. The notation read: Listen. Not a warning, more like instruction. Mara found a blank notebook in her bag and wrote: What am I supposed to hear?

She toured the house in daylight, trying to map its bones. The floorboards on the seaward side sloped more than she remembered from yesterday; a marble she found in a drawer rolled toward the kitchen wall when she set it on the floor. Mold bloomed in the corners, delicate and pale like underwater flowers. In the bathroom downstairs, the clawfoot tub sat stained with rust that looked almost like fingerprints. She ran the faucet and winced when the pipes shuddered, coughing out water as cold as the ocean itself.

Midmorning she braved the causeway to buy food. The tide was low, stones slick but exposed. In the village, the same eyes followed her. A man stacking lobster traps paused, chewing on his cigarette. "House at tide's end is waking early," he muttered as if to himself. Mara pretended not to hear. At the store, the clerk slid a loaf of bread and a jar of coffee toward her. "You got a radio? Weather band says currents are wrong." Mara shook her head. The clerk hesitated, then dug under the counter and handed her a laminated card printed with tide times. "Take it. Might differ from what Lysa left."

Outside, a bulletin board by the pier held laminated tide tables curling at the edges. A dog nosed her ankle while its owner, an old man with a cap pulled low, stared at the red circles. "They don't match this year," he said without turning. "Sea wants back what it lent." He gave her a long look, not unkind. "Lysa always said a house remembers faces. Make sure it remembers yours before the big water comes." Mara nodded, unsure how to respond, and the man shuffled away with the dog in tow.

Back at the house, the air grew heavy. Clouds swelled on the horizon, not storm-dark, just too dense to belong to summer. She ate cold bread and drank coffee black and gritty. At four, the tide began its climb. She sat by the east window with her notebook, candle lit on the sill per Lysa's instruction. Water slapped the stilts; the sound echoed through the boards like a slowed heartbeat. She wrote the sensations down, forcing objectivity to cage rising fear.

The water reached the steps faster than she expected. In twenty minutes it lapped at the lowest stair, then the second. The house shifted under her feet, a subtle tilt as if it inhaled. Walls glistened with condensation. The green
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