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    For every voice that was asked to stay quiet,
every story left unfinished,
and every truth waiting for someone brave enough to listen.
May these pages remind you that even the softest sound
can echo long enough to change everything.
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Chapter 1 — Keys in the Ivy
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The first time I see the sea from Blackridge Manor, it looks like a coin someone dropped and forgot to pick up: flat, bright, and cold. Then the wind shifts and the coin pries itself into waves and the whole cliff shudders as if the land has bones. Dad says you get used to it, like you get used to a ticking clock or a neighbor who vacuums at weird hours. He says this with his contractor voice, the one that tries to make earthquakes sound like routine maintenance.

“Welcome home, Finch,” he adds, nudging my shoulder with the box he’s carrying. The box is labeled KITCHEN in my handwriting, even though we both know it’s full of tangled chargers and a ceramic bird I won at a carnival. “Smell that? Salt and citrus. The conservatory must have been something.”

“Orangery,” I correct without meaning to. The real estate listing had called it that—one of those old-time words that makes a house sound like it hoards secrets the way other houses hoard dust. “And I smell mildew and something electrical that’s about to quit.”

He grins. “Both things can be true.”

Blackridge Manor sits on the bluff like a ship that tried to anchor and didn’t. Gray stone, black slate roof, a scattering of chimneys like chess pieces, windows that don’t match because somebody added a wing in 1890 and someone else tacked on a guest suite in the ‘60s. The driveway is a winding complaint. At the turn, a gate hangs on one hinge, the name BLACKRIDGE painted in letters elegant enough to make you sit up straight.

Dad’s truck crunches gravel and the sound ricochets off the cliff face. He kills the engine and silence roars in to fill the space. I can hear the sea in it: a steady inhale, an opinionated exhale. Somewhere below, waves hit rock and turn themselves to lace.

“You sure about this?” I ask, a little late.

He lifts his eyebrows. “About the job? Yes. About living on-site? Yes. About you having a tower room? Also yes. Rent-free, plus your own bathroom. No teenagers even dream that big.”

“You’re bribing me with plumbing.”

“You’re bribing me with your presence,” he counters, softer. “It’s a good project, Aria. The Blackridge Arts Retreat. Residencies, concerts, workshops. They want this place to be loud again.”

He doesn’t say the part I know is there: after the divorce, after the move from our apartment by the train tracks, after the quiet that wasn’t peaceful. He doesn’t say he wants me where he can knock on a wall and hear me answer. He doesn’t say he hopes a haunted cliff will be easier than a haunted kitchen table.

We carry boxes through the front door, which is too heavy for its hinges and sighs like it’s been waiting to tell a story and then forgets the opening line. The foyer has a checkerboard floor with hairline cracks and a chandelier that could fall and kill someone if given a bad idea. Dad has told me twice not to look up in rooms with chandeliers. I look up anyway. The light catches flecks of dust and makes them look like civilized stars.

To the left: the ballroom, long and dim, painted sea-worn blue. To the right: a library with glass-fronted cases and a fireplace big enough to roast an apology in. Farther down the hall: a glass door, half fogged with old paint, leading to the orangery.

The air in there is different, as if every plant the room ever held is still quietly photosynthesizing. Even in July the place smells like a stored winter—damp soil, lemon peel, something green and tired. The glass roof is ribbed, panes clouded with salt. Ivy has sneaked in where a frame has slipped and tangled itself like a polite burglar around the wrought-iron benches.

“Careful,” Dad says when I stray toward a sagging table. “Rot. We’ll brace that. And re-glaze the roof. And—” He breaks off at the look on my face and smiles ruefully. “And maybe then you’ll stop calling it a greenhouse for ghosts.”

“I didn’t say ghosts,” I say. “That’s you.”

He chuckles and sets his box on the least wheezy surface. “Back door sticks; we’ll plane it. Bedroom windows are sealed shut by paint; we’ll fix that too. The music room upstairs is off-limits until scaffolding goes up.”

“The sealed one,” I say, because every listing has a toy and this one’s was a mystery. “Why sealed?”

“Ceiling damage. Maybe bats. Maybe bats with opinions.” He sees my expression and adds, “We’re not opening it tonight, Aria.”

“That wasn’t a yes to bats,” I mutter, but my attention has already slipped to the far corner where the ivy is thickest. For all the neglect, something glints under green. Not a pane of glass. A little flash of brass.

I move toward it, my sneakers scuffing old tile. The ivy has knit itself into a curtain and some of its leaves are the dusty gray of a plant trying to be stone. I push them aside and my fingers come away streaked green, as if the plant would prefer I didn’t. Underneath, hooked on a nail driven crooked into the brick, dangles a ring of keys. Real ones: skeleton-thin, rust-freckled, the bow of each molded slightly different—one like a treble clef, one like a clover, one plain. Someone has tied a fraying length of ribbon to the ring; the ribbon used to be navy but the sea has eaten its color and given it a bruise.

“Huh.” Dad steps up behind me and whistled low. “That’s not where you keep keys unless you want to lose them.”

“Or unless you want someone to find them,” I say, and lift the ring off its nail. It’s heavier than it looks, and cold in a way that makes my skin do the invented-goosebumps thing. There’s an oval tag on the ring too, flat brass, stamped with letters: E.C.

Dad peers. “Estate keys?”

“Egg custard,” I say, because my mouth is quicker than my sense when I’m unnerved. “E.C. could be anything.”

“Emma Charlotte,” he offers. “Edward Charles. Extraordinary Chore. Or... Eleanor?” He says the last like he knows something he hasn’t told me, and when I raise my eyebrows, he shrugs. “I read the brochure. Eleanor Blackridge, prodigy pianist, vanished at nineteen. The house’s claim to glamour. Supposedly this is where she composed her last piece.”

“How do you vanish at nineteen?” I ask, half-joking, half not. The keys clink, a sound so clean it cuts through the damp. The weight of them pulls my wrist down like a dog insisting on a different direction.

“You don’t,” Dad says, and then winces. “I mean—you shouldn’t. Family fought, gossip fueled... The cliff took things in those days. People blame the sea when the people responsible are inconvenient.”

He tips his head toward the brass tag again. “We’ll inventory locks later. Might fit a cabinet. Or the old staff doors. Don’t go poking at busted stairs with them.”

“You say that like you think it will stop me.”

“It will slow you,” he says, which is all a parent can hope for.

We spend the afternoon in the shrinking rectangle of shade, carrying boxes upstairs, arguing amiably about where to put my bed in the tower room (near the slanted window, obviously), listening to the house list its aches. The stairs complain. The pipes cough into the claw-foot tub, then decide to behave. In the hall outside the music room a strip of police-style yellow tape (a previous contractor’s idea of a joke?) sags across a door that doesn’t just have a lock; it has been screwed shut. Someone smeared paint over the seam, a white line the thickness of a fingernail, as if the seam were a wound and paint could be a bandage.

“Seriously?” I say, more fascinated than put off.

Dad catches my look. “Tomorrow. With a mask and a plan. Tonight we sleep and try not to have old-house dreams.”

“What counts as an old-house dream?”

“The one where the door opens and it’s not where you thought it would go.”

“You are not helping.”

“I am setting expectations.” He taps the sealed door with one knuckle—soft, the opposite of a knock. “This room waits. We can, too.”

The day hums past in chores. We test outlets. I put sheets on my bed and decide the tower ceiling feels like the inside of a shell. Dad tries to coax a temperamental burner into being a burner. We eat takeout on the library floor and watch the light turn the glass-fronted cases into mirrors we didn’t ask for. Seagulls run their sideways arguments on the terrace. The sea works at the edges of everything.

By nine the house has settled into its night noises—shifts, sighs, the occasional tick that announces nothing in particular. Dad claims the little guest room off the main hall with a groan of relief. “From tomorrow forward,” he announces, “we’re on daylight. Like farmers, but with scaffolding.”

“Artists love dawn,” I say, and he makes a face that is equal parts Please don’t make me meet a jazz trio at six a.m. and I will do whatever this house asks if it means it stops hissing at me.

I’m not ready to sleep. The orangery window glows faintly under the moon and I want to see what the glass does when the world is all edges. I slip down the back stairs in socks, the wood smooth in the way of old things touched by many shoulders and heels. The orangery door sticks exactly where Dad said it would; I shoulder it and it gives, offended but cooperative.

Night in the glass room is a different species. The panes are a patchwork of clarity and sea salt. Reflections tuck themselves into corners like shy cats. The ivy’s leaves flash silver when the wind flicks them. I crouch by the nail where I found the keys and shine my phone light down low. There’s nothing else but dirt and an old glove with three fingers. The nail itself is bent, the bend polished by use. Someone hung those keys there. Someone took them down and put them back many times.

On the brick wall, opposite, the moon makes a pale smudge that looks like a handprint if you want it to. I decide not to want it to. I pocket the keys—cold against my thigh—and tell myself the chill is from my sweat drying in the draft.

When I head back upstairs, the house gives me a game: count the landings by sound. First landing, two steps squeak like mice. Second, a board dips with a tiny groan. Third, the one with the window where you can see the cliff path like a ribbon pulled too tight. I imagine future artists walking it in scarves and improbable boots, declaiming to the wind about time signatures and canvases and how salt ruins everything and also makes it good.

Past the sealed door, the hallway narrows. My room door catches on its threshold and then frees; the knob is cold enough to make my palm notice. I set the keys on my nightstand, text my best friend Ruth a picture of the orangery with the caption Greenhouse for ghosts and three ghost emojis, then tuck my phone under the pillow like a ridiculous talisman. The sea thumps; my bed creaks; the walls do their polite, settling shiver.

I’m not sure when I fall asleep. It’s the kind of sleep you slide into by accident because the noise in your head finally admits you’re a mammal. I dream—not a lot—but enough: of pianos with their teeth showing, of ivy spelling out letters I can’t read, of a hand on a metronome moving the arm from side to side and the click not clicking.

The house keeps its promise until just after one.

At 1:03 a.m., exactly, the music room upstairs plays three notes.

They are not loud. They are not showy. They are the kind of sound you only hear if the floor beneath you has learned your bones. I come awake the way you do when someone says your name down the hall. Not eyes-open panic, but a sudden, still, full-body listening.

The first note is low and patient, like a door opening from the bottom of the stairs. The second climbs to meet it, the way a voice does when it says wait. The third hangs for a breath and then is done, a vowel without a consonant. Between them: the tiniest click, tick, click. I know that click even though I’ve never owned a metronome. Practice rooms at school cough with that sound when no one’s in them, like a space keeping time with itself.

I should tell myself it’s pipes. Wind. Settling. My brain gives me those options and rejects them by feel. This sound was made by something with strings somewhere being told to move.

The space under my ribs becomes a small stage and all my organs sit up to watch. I slide out of bed and the floor tells the house I’m awake. My phone flickers to life and says 1:03 a.m. like it’s funny. In the hall, the wallpaper’s faded pattern—orange blossoms and curling leaves—looks almost new in the blue light. The sealed door waits with the patience of paint.

“Dad?” I whisper, tapping on his door with a knuckle. He groans something that might be my name and sputters a question. “Music,” I say, because that is the smallest word for the thing.

He’s up fast for a person who claims to love dawn. The contractor in him doesn’t have an off switch. He steps into the hall barefoot, hair doing what hair does when a person meant to act his age and fell asleep anyway. We both look at the sealed door.

“Pipes,” he says, because this is his job. He listens. The house gives him that click, tick, click, and then the memory of three notes.

“Not pipes,” I say, softer.

We stand there like the opening of a horror movie where you shout at the screen because the characters make choices. We do not, however, make those choices. Dad touches the seam of the door and the paint’s smoothness tells him nothing. He puts his ear close, close enough I want to pull him back by his sleeve, but the practical part of my brain tells the primal part to breathe. He listens. The metronome click fades
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