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Morning came pale and uncertain, a weak light fighting its way through the curtains. Aria hadn’t slept much. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the footprints — dark, wet, deliberate. They’d faded by the time she checked again, as if the floor had swallowed them.




The house was quiet now, but it didn’t feel empty. It was the kind of quiet that listened back.




She moved carefully through the hall, running her fingers along the wallpaper’s raised patterns. Her footsteps echoed in the still air. Somewhere above her, a floorboard creaked, slow and deliberate. She stopped and waited. Nothing.




The kitchen clock ticked loudly as she poured coffee. Her father’s car wasn’t in the driveway; he still hadn’t come home. She tried to call him again, but the signal kept dying halfway through the first ring.




The air in the kitchen changed. A faint smell of smoke, old and sharp, drifted through the room. She followed it to the back hallway — the one that led to the cellar. The wooden door was half open, and a draft crawled up from below.




“Dad?” she called softly.




No answer. Only the sound of something metallic shifting in the dark.




She grabbed a flashlight and started down the steps. The wood moaned under her weight. The cellar was wide and cold, lined with shelves that held boxes, jars, and old photographs. Dust hung in the air like thin mist.




At the far end, a shape caught her eye — a trunk. It was iron-bound, heavy, the lid slightly cracked open. She knelt and lifted it carefully. Inside were books, some burned along the edges, their spines brittle. The topmost one had her family’s crest carved into the cover — a raven holding a key.




She brushed away the soot and opened it.




The pages were filled with ink-dark script and hand-drawn symbols. Some she recognized from her aunt’s old history books — protection sigils, binding marks, ancient rites. One passage was written in a trembling hand:




“The Vale brothers will not rest. Their thirst is endless. Only the blood of the Duvall line can still the Hollow.”




Her breath quickened. The Vale brothers.

Cassian Vale.




She flipped another page, and a pressed flower fell out — blackened, veins like silver beneath the petals. It smelled faintly of iron.




Above her, something thudded — the sound of a door slamming shut. She froze, staring up at the ceiling. Another sound followed, softer, slower. Footsteps. Moving across the floorboards directly above her.




“Dad?” she called again, voice shaking.




The steps stopped. Then the cellar door creaked. She turned her flashlight toward it — but there was only a shadow standing in the doorway.




It wasn’t her father. It was tall, still, watching.




“Who’s there?” she whispered.




The figure didn’t move. The flashlight flickered once, then died. The darkness folded around her like water. A cold hand brushed her wrist — quick, fleeting, gone in a heartbeat.




Aria stumbled backward, fumbling for the stairs. She reached the top, slammed the door shut, and locked it, her chest rising fast. For a long moment she stood there, pressing her ear to the wood.




Silence.




Then, faintly — a whisper, barely audible through the door.




“Don’t look for me again, Aria.”




The voice was Cassian’s.




When she finally opened the door again, the cellar was empty. The trunk lay closed. Only one thing had changed — a single wet footprint marked the floor beside it, leading back toward the woods.
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Rain swept across Raven’s Hollow like a shroud, turning the narrow streets into rivers of silver. The storm had rolled in without warning, dragging thunder over the mountains and leaving the town wrapped in shadow. Through the fog, a single car wound its way along the serpentine road, headlights slicing through the dark.




Aria Duvall pressed her forehead against the window and watched the lightning split the sky. Every flash illuminated the same thing — trees. Endless, whispering trees. She could feel the damp chill even inside the car, smell the earth and pine that seeped through the cracks of the windows. Her father drove in silence, his face only visible when the sky ignited white.




“How much longer?” she asked, her voice almost lost under the rain.




“Not far,” he said. His tone was even, too even — the kind that tried to hide something else. “You’ll see the house soon.”




The house. She’d only seen pictures. An old Victorian that had belonged to the Duvall family for generations, standing on the edge of the woods that locals called “the Hollow.” She hadn’t been back since she was five. She couldn’t remember it, not really. Only flashes — candlelight, laughter, and then the smell of smoke.




When they turned the corner, she saw it.

The house stood like a monument carved out of time — tall windows, black shutters, vines crawling up the stone. The rain made everything gleam. A flicker of lightning revealed the iron gate, rusted but still standing, and the worn sign that read Duvall Manor.




Her father killed the engine. For a moment, the silence was deafening. No rain, no thunder — just the low hum of the world holding its breath. Then, somewhere deep in the trees, a bell rang. Once. Twice. Slow, deliberate.




Aria frowned. “What was that?”




“Old church bell,” he said quickly. “It rings with the weather. Nothing to worry about.”




But she knew he was lying. The sound hadn’t come from a church — it had come from the forest.




Inside, the house smelled of old paper and cedar. The lights flickered when her father flipped the switch. A staircase curved upward into darkness, and the portraits that lined the hallway watched her with dust-clouded eyes. Every footstep echoed too loudly, as if the house were hollow inside.




“Your room’s upstairs,” her father said, setting her bag down. “I have a night shift at the clinic, so I’ll be gone most of the evening. You’ll be fine?”




She nodded, though something in her chest tightened. “Yeah.”




He left soon after, coat pulled up, the door shutting behind him with a hollow thud. Aria stood alone in the wide foyer, thunder rumbling through the rafters. She could hear the rain hammering against the glass, could feel the draft of something moving upstairs.




She turned slowly.

A light was on at the end of the hallway — faint and golden, though she hadn’t turned it on. It flickered once, like a candle, and then went out.




“Dad?” she called.

No answer. Only the rain.




Curiosity won over fear. She followed the hallway, each step creaking beneath her weight. When she reached the end, she found an old door — half open, leading into what looked like a study. The air was colder here. Books lined the walls, their spines cracked, their pages yellowed. On the desk sat an open notebook, the ink still wet, words scrawled in hurried strokes:




The storm is back. The Hollow is waking again.




Aria’s breath caught. She touched the paper — the ink smeared beneath her fingers.




A sudden crash of thunder made her jump. The window had blown open, curtains flailing wildly. She rushed forward to close it — and froze.




Someone was standing in the rain.

Tall. Still. Watching her from beyond the gate.




Lightning flared, and for an instant she saw his face — pale, sharp, impossibly still — and eyes that glowed faintly, like embers beneath ash.




Then the light was gone, and he vanished into the storm.




Aria stood motionless, hand pressed to the cold glass, heart pounding against her ribs. She could still feel those eyes on her — and somewhere deep inside, beneath the sound of rain and thunder, she thought she heard a whisper.




Her name.

Aria.
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The storm hadn’t stopped by morning. It lingered like a heavy dream, the air thick with mist and the scent of wet pine. Aria woke to the sound of water dripping from the ceiling into a metal basin her father had left under a leak. The house groaned with age, stretching in the wind like something alive.




She dressed slowly — jeans, a grey sweater, her hair tied back — then went to the kitchen. The light was dim and cold, the kind of half-morning that never really became day. Her father was gone, as usual, leaving a note by the coffeemaker in his cramped handwriting:




Clinic all day. Don’t wander too far. Raven’s Hollow can be… unpredictable. — Dad




Unpredictable.

That word felt like an understatement.




She poured herself coffee and stared out the window. The forest pressed close to the house, trees packed so tightly they seemed to merge into one breathing mass. She could still picture him — the man she saw last night. Pale face, burning eyes, rain sliding down his skin like it couldn’t touch him.




She told herself it was just the storm playing tricks.

But then she saw it — a dark shape near the gate. Someone standing there again.




Her pulse jumped. She pushed open the door and stepped onto the porch. The rain had softened to a drizzle, the sky a dull silver. The figure turned slightly at the sound of the creaking wood. He stood on the other side of the iron gate, his coat black and soaked through, hair slicked back, expression unreadable.




“You shouldn’t be out here,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt.




He studied her quietly. “You’re a Duvall.”




The way he said it made it sound like a sin.




Aria blinked. “How do you—”




“I knew your mother,” he interrupted. “A long time ago.”




Her breath caught. “That’s impossible.”




He smiled faintly, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Is it?”




Lightning cracked faintly over the mountains, the flash reflected in his eyes — eyes that weren’t brown or blue, but a shifting silver-grey, like stormlight caught in water.




“What’s your name?” she asked, stepping closer to the gate.




“Cassian,” he said. “Cassian Vale.”




The name felt familiar, though she couldn’t place why. “Did you grow up here?”




A pause. “You could say that.”




His voice was smooth, old-fashioned — not in a forced way, but in the rhythm of someone who’d lived in another time. Everything about him felt… misplaced, like he’d walked out of one of the portraits in the hallway and forgotten to return.




She hesitated, watching the rain trail down his face. “You were here last night.”




“I was passing through,” he said calmly. “The forest isn’t safe during storms.”




“Safe from what?”




Cassian’s gaze lifted past her shoulder, toward the woods behind the manor. For a moment, his expression flickered — not fear, exactly, but recognition. Then it was gone.




“From what sleeps beneath it,” he said softly.




Before she could ask what he meant, a horn blared from the road. A rusted truck rolled by, and when she turned back — he was gone. The gate stood open, swinging slightly in the wind.
At school, Raven’s Hollow High was smaller than she’d expected — a single brick building framed by trees and fog. Students gathered in small clusters, their voices low, eyes occasionally darting toward her. The new girl from the manor on the hill. She could feel the whispers before she heard them.




In history class, a girl with copper hair leaned over. “You’re Aria Duvall, right?”




“Yeah.”




“I’m Rowan,” she said, smiling. “Welcome to the most boring town in Oregon.”




Aria smiled faintly. “I’ll take boring.”




Rowan laughed. “Give it a week.”




During lunch, as rain streaked down the windows, Rowan pointed toward a dark-haired guy sitting alone near the back. “That’s Rhys. Don’t let him charm you — he’s trouble.”




Aria followed her gaze. The boy’s posture was lazy, half-turned toward the light. When he lifted his head, his eyes caught hers for a second — dark, glinting like something sharp. He smiled slightly, the kind of smile that felt like a dare.




And for a split second — just before she looked away — she thought she saw something flash behind his irises.

Something not human.




That night, back at the manor, the rain finally stopped. The sky was moonless, the woods whispering. Aria sat by her window, staring at the empty gate below.




She whispered the name to herself.

“Cassian Vale.”




The wind stirred, and the house seemed to exhale. Somewhere in the trees, a single bell rang again — once, low and hollow — and she felt that same electric prickle run up her spine.




Raven’s Hollow was awake.
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By the third evening, the sky above Raven’s Hollow was painted in bruised shades of violet. The rain had thinned to mist, curling around the trees like breath. Aria stood on the front steps of Duvall Manor, pulling her jacket tighter as she watched fog slide over the iron gate. The town was quiet in that strange, watchful way that felt almost deliberate, as if it was listening for something.


Her father was still at the clinic. He’d left before dawn and hadn’t returned a single call. The house felt larger at night—every hallway stretching farther than it should, every sound echoing just a little too long. She needed to get out, even if just for a walk.


She followed the dirt path leading down the hill toward town. The air smelled of pine and smoke, and her boots made soft prints in the damp earth. Somewhere, a crow cawed once and fell silent.


Raven’s Hollow wasn’t large, but it was old. The houses leaned into one another, their windows glowing amber through the fog. Gas lamps flickered along the main street. A sign swayed gently above a small café—Hollow Grounds—and she ducked inside.


The bell over the door chimed softly. Warm air and the scent of coffee surrounded her. Conversations were low, murmured. People glanced up when she entered, then quickly looked away. She ordered a drink, and the barista, a man in his thirties with tired eyes, studied her for a long moment before nodding.


“Duvall girl,” he said. “Didn’t think anyone lived up at that manor anymore.”


“I do now,” she said, trying to sound casual.


He slid the cup toward her. “Be careful in those woods.”


She didn’t answer. There was a weight behind his words she didn’t understand.


When she turned to find a seat, someone was already sitting at a corner table near the window. Cassian Vale. His coat hung across the chair, hair still damp from the mist. He looked entirely out of place in the warm little café—like a shadow that had wandered in from another century.


Their eyes met. He gestured slightly to the seat across from him.


She hesitated, then crossed the room.


“You seem to have a habit of being wherever I am,” she said, sitting.


“Raven’s Hollow isn’t large,” he replied. “We’re bound to cross paths.”


She sipped her coffee, pretending not to notice how everyone else in the café avoided looking in their direction. “You said you knew my mother. How?”


Cassian’s gaze drifted to the window, where the fog pressed against the glass. “She was… curious about things most people choose not to see. Your mother wanted to understand this town. That curiosity can be dangerous here.”


“Dangerous how?”


He turned back to her, his voice low. “There are rules in Raven’s Hollow. Old ones. Break them, and the Hollow remembers.”


Something in his tone made her skin prickle
















































