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The envelope came on a Tuesday. No ceremony, no knock at the door—just a whisper of paper slid through the mail slot and the soft thunk as it landed on the floor. It was nestled between an electricity bill she’d been avoiding and a flyer for discount mattresses she didn’t need. Claire almost missed it entirely. She wouldn’t have noticed it at all if the paper hadn’t caught the light in a strange, shimmering way. A thin, elegant envelope, cream-colored, heavy, the kind that looked like it belonged to another era.

She turned it over slowly. Her name was written in looping navy ink, the kind only fountain pens left behind. Ms. Claire Evangeline Halbrook. No return address. No stamp. Just the weight of something inevitable.

She stood for a long time in the doorway of her apartment, coat still on, scarf unwrapped, one glove half-off. The city moved outside her windows, fast and unbothered—horns blaring, people shouting, life happening in its usual, indifferent rhythm. But inside her, something shifted. Something old and uncertain stirred beneath the surface of her practiced calm.

She sat down on the arm of the couch and opened the envelope.

Inside, she found a single piece of thick stationery with a letterhead she hadn’t seen in nearly twenty years. Ruth Halbrook, Hawthorn Bay. And below it, in more modern type, the clipped legal tone of finality:

Deceased.

Claire read the letter once, then again. It wasn’t long. Her aunt had passed away three weeks earlier. The funeral had already happened—small, private, attended only by a lawyer and one elderly neighbor. No family. No friends. And now, Claire was the sole heir.

The house. The land. The contents. The responsibility.

All of it belonged to her.

The only condition? She had to live there. For thirty uninterrupted days. Not visit, not maintain, not inspect. Live.

She stared at the paper in disbelief.

She hadn’t seen Ruth since she was seventeen—since that summer she refused to wear the necklace her aunt insisted was important. Ruth had called her stubborn, too sharp for her own good, and warned her that walking away from legacy had a price. Claire had laughed, packed her bags, and gone back to Boston without looking back.

And now, Ruth was gone.

Claire folded the letter with slow, deliberate hands. Her apartment felt suddenly too small, too loud with silence. She glanced around—at the sagging bookshelf, the cracked coffee mug on the table, the rejection email still open on her laptop. Her career, once electric with promise, had fizzled into clickbait and freelance burnout. She was tired. Not in a dramatic way. Just… worn down. Rubbed thin.

Maybe this was the reset she didn’t know she needed.

She ran her fingers over the key that had been tucked inside the envelope, tied with green silk ribbon. The metal was ice-cold, engraved with a symbol she didn’t recognize—three tiny circles woven into a knot. It felt heavy in her palm.

A house on the cliffs.

A town that had once whispered her name like it mattered.

Thirty days.

Claire looked out the window, where the wind pushed against bare branches, and made her decision.

She would go.

* * *

She left before sunrise.

Boston was still half-asleep when she loaded her old suitcase into the trunk of her weathered sedan. The streets were slick with last night’s rain, and the air carried that damp, metallic scent of spring pretending to be winter. Claire didn’t say goodbye to anyone. There was no one left to say it to. Her lease ended in three weeks. Her job was already gone. And the city—once so full of possibility—now looked at her with the cold detachment of a place that had already moved on.

The highway stretched out in long, silver ribbons, lined with bare trees and fast food signs and exit ramps that led to towns she never planned to see again. She played no music. The silence felt fitting, like the pause between chapters. She let the thoughts drift in and out: her mother’s voice telling her not to go, her editor’s voice telling her to quit, Ruth’s voice—strange and sharp, calling her Evie, short for Evangeline, a name she hadn’t let anyone use in years.

By midmorning, the road began to change. Asphalt narrowed into winding lanes flanked by stone walls and old wooden fences. The air thickened, sea-salted and colder, as if the coastline exhaled something the rest of the world had long forgotten. Fog rolled in low and slow, weaving through the trees like something alive.

And then, just beyond a bend in the road, the sign appeared.

Welcome to Hawthorn Bay.

Paint peeling. Letters faded. A carved wooden hawthorn branch stretching across the top like a protective arm.

Below it, someone had scratched something new into the wood, barely legible.

Witch blood stays.

Claire blinked, unsure if she’d imagined it. The words were crude, gouged in with something sharp, not part of the official welcome. It could’ve been a prank. A vandal with a sense of humor. But it didn’t feel like a joke.

She kept driving.

The town came into view slowly, as if unsure whether to let her in. Clapboard houses with salt-softened paint lined narrow streets. Porches sagged under the weight of seasons, and shutters rattled in the wind. An old bakery sat on the corner of a crooked intersection, its window display untouched—breads lined up like offerings, though the glass was too fogged to see clearly inside. A church bell tolled in the distance, not the hour, just once. Lonely.

It wasn’t abandoned, not quite. But it felt suspended in time.

Claire turned onto Mourning Dove Lane, the name alone stirring a strange weight in her chest. The houses were fewer here, spaced apart, half-hidden behind wrought iron gates and hedges that had gone wild. And then she saw it.

The house.

Ruth’s house.

It stood at the very end of the road, perched just before the cliffs. Three stories of dark wood and shingled gables, with a turret on the left side and wide porches that wrapped around like arms meant to hold secrets. Ivy covered nearly half the southern wall, climbing up like veins. Windchimes hung everywhere—on the porch, in the trees, from hooks she couldn’t see. Dozens of them. Maybe more. And they were moving—not wildly, not blown by gusts—but gently, as though stirred by something more deliberate than wind.

Claire parked and stepped out slowly.

The air was colder here, sharper somehow, and she pulled her coat tighter. Gravel crunched underfoot as she approached the gate. The iron was twisted and ornate, cool to the touch, and it opened with a long, reluctant groan. Her fingers brushed against a vine that curled over the entrance like a threshold.

She stepped through.

It wasn’t memory that met her. Not entirely. It was something else. A recognition that bypassed her mind and curled directly into her chest. The scent of rosemary and wood smoke. The faintest trace of rosewater. The feeling that this place had waited for her—not patiently, not kindly, but with purpose.

The front door creaked open before she touched it.

Claire froze.

Then, after a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, she crossed the threshold.

And the house, as if exhaling after a long silence, seemed to settle around her.

* * *

The house was neither warm nor cold. It didn’t feel haunted, exactly—but it didn’t feel empty either. It was quiet in a way that suggested listening. The kind of stillness that settled just after a deep breath, when someone is waiting to see what you’ll do next.

Claire stood in the entryway, coat still on, suitcase abandoned at her side, heart thudding louder than it had on the drive up. The windchimes outside kept singing—soft, high, overlapping tones like bells in a dream. They moved even though the air was still. Their sound wove in and out of the house through the narrow stained-glass windows, casting flickers of colored light across the dark wood floors.

She stepped farther inside.

The walls were lined with wallpaper faded to near invisibility, old florals and winding vines lost to sun and age. A staircase wound up to the right, its banister smooth and cool under her fingers, worn from use. Her footsteps echoed, then faded, swallowed quickly by the thick Persian rugs that stretched through the hallway like forgotten runes.

Everything had been left exactly as Ruth had last touched it.

There were books stacked in strange patterns—towers, spirals, a few balanced precariously near the fireplace as though meant to fall. Teacups sat in their saucers on end tables as if someone had stepped out mid-conversation and never returned. On one shelf, jars of herbs were neatly labeled in looping script: mugwort, valerian, foxglove, belladonna. Another held old clocks, all of them stopped at different hours, none of them ticking.

Claire reached out to one of the books on the mantel. It was thick, bound in dark green leather with gold embossing that shimmered faintly even in the low light. When she opened it, dust bloomed into the air like breath. The handwriting inside was unmistakably Ruth’s. Not notes. Not spells. Poetry.

“A house is not wood, not stone, not time.

It is will.

It is waiting.

It is where what was meant to return finally arrives.”

Claire closed the book gently.

Something in her chest ached.

She moved through the house like a woman touching the edges of an old photograph—carefully, uncertain whether she belonged inside the frame. In the kitchen, pots hung from hooks above a massive wooden island. Dried herbs dangled from a rack near the pantry, tied in bundles with twine. A half-finished crossword sat beside a glass jar of spoons. It felt less like someone had died and more like someone had left in the middle of living.

Upstairs, the rooms were still dressed in the clothes of other decades—velvet curtains, antique dressers, heavy four-poster beds that creaked in the corners as though whispering their own names. The wallpaper in her childhood room had faded from yellow to ivory, the ceiling cracked delicately above the window seat where she used to read books she wasn’t old enough to understand.

And then she found the journal.

It was waiting on the bedside table. Bound in soft brown leather, tied shut with a red ribbon. There was no name on the cover, but she knew it was Ruth’s. The journal was thick, its pages full. It radiated something that didn’t quite feel like paper or ink. She didn’t open it. Not yet.

Instead, she walked to the window.

From there, she could see the garden, sprawling and untamed. Beyond that, the sea. The horizon blurred into the fog, silver and endless. And just beyond the fence, standing so still he might have been part of the landscape, was a man.

Tall, lean, dark coat against the pale green of the hedges. His back was to her, hands tucked in his pockets, his gaze lost somewhere out past the cliffs.

He didn’t move. Didn’t turn.

And somehow, she knew—before he ever spoke, before he ever looked her in the eye—that this was not the first time she’d seen him.

* * *

She should have looked away. Turned back into the room and closed the curtains, told herself he was just a neighbor—nothing more than a man out for a morning walk, or a groundskeeper checking the fence line. But she didn’t. She stood at the window for several minutes, unmoving, one hand braced lightly against the sill, watching him.

There was something in the way he stood—still but alert, as if listening to something far away. His hair was dark, almost black, tousled by the breeze in quiet defiance of how rigid the rest of him held. He wore a heavy coat, the collar turned up, and his shoulders were slightly hunched forward, as if he carried more than the weight of the cold air.

She stepped away from the window and made her way downstairs, her footsteps lighter now, as though something in the air had changed with his presence. The front door opened with a familiar groan, and she stepped outside into the brisk afternoon. The chimes sang above her—soft, strange music that seemed to twist between notes she could almost hum, but not quite name.

The garden gate creaked as she passed through it.

He didn’t look at her at first. Not until she was only a few steps away, and even then, he didn’t seem surprised. His face was angular, sharp in a way that was not unpleasant, but rather arresting. Like a painting done in dark oils, brooding and unfinished. His eyes were gray—storm-gray, she thought—and there was something in them that made her heart pause. Not fear. Not familiarity. But expectation.

“You’re early,” he said, his voice low, shaped by something that might have been an old accent, faint and faded like the outline of a scar.

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He turned toward her fully now. “She said you wouldn’t come until winter.”

Claire’s fingers tightened slightly on the iron curve of the gate. “You knew my aunt?”

His jaw tensed, as if that name cost him something. “Everyone knew Ruth. Whether they wanted to or not.”

There was no warmth in his voice. No threat either. Just distance. A kind of resigned fatigue that came from carrying too many years alone.

“She passed three weeks ago,” Claire said softly, unsure why she felt the need to explain anything to him.

“I know.”

Of course he did. In a place like Hawthorn Bay, word didn’t travel. It rooted.

She studied him for a moment longer. “Do you live nearby?”

He looked past her, toward the house. “Next door.”

She followed his gaze and realized there was, indeed, a second house nestled behind a curtain of trees and brush. Taller than it first appeared, stone and slate, covered in ivy so thick it was nearly swallowed by it. She hadn’t noticed it at all when she’d arrived.

“You’re Julian,” she said, suddenly sure of it.

His eyes flickered, but he didn’t deny it.

“I remember you. Sort of.” She offered a faint, half-hearted smile. “We used to play in the garden when I was little.”

He said nothing for a moment, then gave the faintest nod. “You used to collect broken snail shells and bury them in the rose beds.”

She exhaled a quiet laugh, startled by the memory. “I thought if I gave them a proper grave, they’d come













* * *











































