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CHAPTER 1: ARRIVAL
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The fog didn’t just obscure the world; it consumed it. A hungry, silent white that swallowed mountains whole, dissolved trees into skeletal suggestions, and turned the road ahead into a tunnel leading into nothingness. My fingers ached from their grip on the steering wheel, my knuckles bloodless peaks against the skin. For twenty minutes, the GPS screen had flickered, then died, leaving a stark, blue void. No signal. No reassuring bars. Nothing but the monotonous hum of the engine and the frantic drumbeat of my own heart—a trapped thing pounding against my ribs.

This is a mistake. A colossal, idiotic mistake.

The thought looped in my head. The answer to its ‘why’ sat mockingly on the passenger seat: a legal-sized yellow envelope, thick with the weight of unexpected obligation. Last Will and Testament of Margaret L. Carter. Bequest of Real Property Known as "Foxbrook House," Haven Falls.

An aunt I’d met exactly twice in my thirty-two years. A house I couldn’t picture. An inheritance that felt less like a gift and more like a noose gently settling around my neck. I’d come out of a sense of grim duty, and a flicker of desperate hope. The sale of a remote property, even a dilapidated one, could buy a lot of freedom—freedom from my mounting debts, from my dead-end job, from the grey, grinding cycle of my life in the city. But with every mile into these forgotten hills, that hope curdled into dread.

Then, the sign. It lunged from the fog so suddenly I slammed the brakes, the tires skidding faintly on the damp asphalt.

HAVEN FALLS – POPULATION: 198

The wood was swollen with moisture, the deep green paint of the letters peeling away like dead skin to reveal a sickly grey beneath. It wasn’t just old; it looked maintained in its decay. The number screamed at me. One hundred and ninety-eight. Not ‘about 200’. Not ‘approx. 200’. Precise. Final. A tally. Was it a boast? A warning? The chill that ran through me had nothing to do with the fog.

Gathering my courage, I eased the car forward again, descending into a valley so deep it seemed to cut the world off from the sky. The forest here wasn’t picturesque; it was a fortress. Ancient pines and gnarled oaks stood shoulder-to-shoulder, their branches woven into a canopy that stole the remaining light, casting the road into a premature twilight. The air that seeped through the vents was cold and smelled of damp earth and something else—something faintly metallic, like old blood on stone.

And then, Haven Falls. It didn’t emerge; it was simply there, as if it had always been lying in wait.

The houses were not quaint. They were carcasses. Weathered clapboard sagged against frames that listed to the side. Porches collapsed under the weight of neglect. Windows were not just dark; they were boarded up or stared out like empty, cataract-clouded eyes. There was no movement. No curl of smoke from a chimney. No child’s toy forgotten in a yard. No car, except mine. The silence was a vacuum, so complete it made the hum of my own nervous system sound like a roar.

The main street—the only street—was a strip of mud and gravel. My headlights swept over it, revealing nothing but puddles reflecting the dull sky. The place wasn’t sleeping. It was holding its breath.

At the dead end of the street stood the Haven Inn. It was the largest structure I’d seen, a two-story monolith of dark, stained timber. It looked less built and more grown, a malignant fungus sprung from the forest floor. A sign swung from a rusty bracket, its mournful creak the first sound I’d heard in miles. I pulled up in front, the gravel crunching obscenely loud in the quiet, and killed the engine. The sudden silence was a slap.

I didn’t even have time to reach for the door handle.

The heavy oak door of the inn swung inwards without a sound, and she filled the doorway. A woman in her late fifties, perhaps, her body a straight, unforgiving line. Her hair, the colour of tarnished silver, was scraped back so tightly it pulled the skin of her temples smooth. She wore a dress of unrelenting charcoal wool, high-necked and long-sleeved despite the chill. But it was her eyes that froze me in my seat. They were pale, the colour of a winter lake, and they held no curiosity, no warmth, no greeting—only a flat, bottomless assessment.

She didn’t wait. She stepped out, her sensible black shoes making no sound on the porch boards, and stood beside my car, looking down at me through the driver’s side window. I had no choice but to open the door.

The air outside was colder than I’d imagined, and that sweet, cloying scent from the forest was stronger here, tinged now with wood smoke.

“You must be Miss Carter,” she said. Her voice was dry, precise, devoid of any questioning lilt. It was a statement of fact pulled from a ledger.

Swallowing, I stood. “Yes. Emma Carter. I... I’ve inherited the house from my aunt. Margaret.”

She gave a single, slow nod, her gaze never leaving my face. “Margaret Carter. May she find the peace she sought.” The phrasing was odd, liturgical. “I am Ruth Walker. I manage this establishment.” A pause, heavy with unspoken authority. “And I serve as the mayor of Haven Falls. We’ve been expecting you.”

We’ve been expecting you. The words should have been polite. Here, they sounded like a verdict.

“Come,” she commanded, turning her back on me. “You’ll take tea. The road here is taxing.”

Resistance felt futile. I followed her into the mouth of the inn, a final glance over my shoulder at my car—my only tether to the world I knew—parked alone in the gathering gloom. Not a single other light had winked on in the village behind me. The boy at the window was gone, the pane now just another black, vacant eye.

The interior was a shock after the grey outside. It was a tomb of mahogany and velvet. Heavy drapes, the colour of dried blood, were drawn against the fading day. What little light came from a single tasselled lamp was swallowed by the dark wood panelling, leaving pools of deep shadow in the corners. The air was warm but stale, thick with the scent of old wood smoke and that underlying sweetness—stronger in here—like honeysuckle left to rot in a jar.

She gestured to a high-backed armchair upholstered in scratchy damask. “Sit.”

I obeyed, my skin crawling. She moved to a sideboard where a teapot sat shrouded in a knitted cosy. Steam rose as she poured, the liquid an unnaturally dark amber. She handed me a cup of bone china so thin it was translucent, a hairline crack running from the rim down its side like a scar.

“You are aware, I assume, that no buyer has ever been found for Foxbrook House,” she stated, settling into the chair opposite me. It wasn’t small talk. It was an accusation.

“The lawyer mentioned it hadn’t sold. That’s... why it came to me.”

“It has stood empty for three years,” she continued, her flinty eyes pinning me in place. “Ever since your aunt... departed.”

“She died,” I said, the word too sharp, too loud in the muffled room. I needed to assert a piece of normalcy, of the reality I understood.

Ruth took a slow, deliberate sip of her tea. Her eyes, over the rim of the cup, held mine. “Did she?”

A jolt, pure and electric, shot down my spine. “What is that supposed to mean?”

A ghost of something—not a smile, but the memory of one—touched her lips. “It means nothing of consequence to you, I’m sure. It is merely an observation. People do not often leave Haven Falls. Your aunt was the first in twenty years to make the... attempt.”

“Attempt?” The air felt too thick to breathe. “To die?”

“To leave,” she clarified softly. The word expanded in the quiet, taking on weight and menace. To leave. As if it were an act of rebellion, a feat of impossible daring.

I set my untouched cup down on a small table. The sweet, rotten smell was suddenly overpowering. “I appreciate the tea, Mayor Walker. But I’m just here to see the house, have it appraised, and put it on the market. I’ll be gone in a few days.”

She placed her own cup down with a soft, definitive click. “Of course. I will take you there. It is not wise to be unfamiliar with your lodgings after nightfall.” She rose, a sudden, fluid movement that brooked no argument.

“Why?” The question was out before I could stop it, a child’s plea in the dark. “What happens after dark?”

Ruth Walker looked down at me. For the first time, her expression shifted into something recognizable: a faint, patronizing pity that was far more terrifying than her earlier blankness. The corners of her mouth lifted, but her winter-lake eyes remained frozen.

“Nothing,” she said, her voice a low murmur that seemed to seep from the shadows themselves. “Nothing at all... if you follow the rules.”

She turned and walked towards the heavy front door, expecting me to follow. My gaze fell back to my teacup. The dark leaves had settled at the bottom. In the dim light, they didn’t just look like an eye.

They looked like a keyhole.

And I knew, with a certainty that turned my blood to ice, that something on the other side was looking back.
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