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1. The Town That Hated Moonlight
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The first thing Mariya noticed about Blackwater Bay wasn't the smell of salt and dying fish, but the silence. It was a heavy, suffocating silence, thicker than the perpetual coastal fog. She had driven 800 miles from the noise and neon of the city to this remote pocket of Maine, and the town felt less like a destination and more like a waiting room for the end of the world.

The second thing she noticed was the moonlight.

It was a Tuesday night, and the sky was a perfect, crystalline bowl, with the three-quarter moon hanging low and enormous, bathing the cobblestone streets in brilliant, unforgiving silver. But every window in every leaning, salt-rotted house was aggressively shuttered. Not just closed, but boarded, layered with thick, dark curtains, and in some cases, even sheets of hammered tin.

It was as if the 200 souls of Blackwater Bay were in a tacit, terrified agreement: they hated the moonlight.

Mariya parked her beat-up sedan in the empty square, shivering not from the cold air, but from the collective dread clinging to the foundations of the town. She was here for a painful reason: to settle the estate of her estranged grandmother, Elara Vestia. The name, Mariya now understood, was an anchor of pure terror in this place.

She found the only place open, a diner called The Anchor's Rest, which smelled strongly of burnt coffee and old wood. The few patrons—all men, all taciturn—avoided her gaze.

A waitress, whose face was a road map of worry lines, slid a menu across the counter. Mariya ordered tea and tried to be friendly.

"I'm looking for the Vestia cottage," Mariya said, attempting a bright, false smile. "My name is Mariya, and I'm my grandmother's..."

The word "granddaughter" died in her throat. The few sounds in the diner—a spoon clinking, the soft hiss of the grill—instantly ceased. The air felt brittle. Every eye in the place, previously fixed on cheap coffee or peeling wallpaper, snapped to her. The terror was palpable, but it was mixed with a cold, almost resentful suspicion.

The waitress didn't move. Her eyes, pale and watery, fixed on Mariya’s silver-gray eyes—a family trait she had never thought twice about. "You're Elara's girl," the waitress finally rasped, her voice thick with generations of suppressed fear.

"I am," Mariya confirmed, feeling suddenly hot under their scrutiny.

"The cottage is down on the Old Shore Road," a fisherman, whose name Mariya later learned was Jonas, spoke from a booth. His voice was low and heavy, like stones rolling on the seabed. "But you'd be wiser to leave it to the sea, girl. Some things are best left forgotten."

Mariya felt a strange spike of cold fury. It wasn’t her anger, but a borrowed, potent heat that demanded respect. She pushed it down, forcing herself to be polite.

"It's family business," she said lightly, picking up her car keys.

She left the diner, the door clicking shut behind her, but the silence did not return. It was replaced by the low, murmuring sound of terrified conversation.

Back outside, the moonlight was overwhelming. As Mariya walked toward her car, she saw a large, ancient symbol crudely scratched into the cobblestones near the square—a circle bisected by a sharp, angular line, designed to resemble a broken crescent moon. It was meant to be a ward, an attempt to defile the light.

Mariya, however, felt no fear of the lunar glare. In fact, she felt a profound, unnerving calmness under its silver gaze, as if she were finally home. The moon felt less like a lamp and more like an eye, and for the first time in years, Mariya felt seen. The chilling part was that the moon's gaze felt entirely possessive.

She got into her car and drove toward the Old Shore Road, leaving the town’s communal fear in her rearview mirror. The Vestia cottage awaited, cold, isolated, and undoubtedly watching the moon.
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2. An Inheritance of Cold

[image: ]


Old Shore Road was less a street and more a deteriorating cliff path, winding away from the faint lights of Blackwater Bay. The air here wasn't just cold; it felt ancient and undisturbed, scented with pine needles and the deep, rich smell of wet earth.

Mariya found the cottage just as the townspeople had described: dilapidated, isolated, and leaning precariously toward the sea. It was a black silhouette against the silver-lit sky, framed by skeletal, wind-bent cedars. The entire structure felt like a forgotten monument to loneliness.

She used the heavy, rusted key her lawyer had given her. The lock shrieked in protest, but the door swung inward, revealing a darkness that seemed to actively absorb the moonlight trying to sneak past the threshold.

The interior was a time capsule of dread. The air was thick with the scent of mold, dust, and something else, metallic and strangely antiseptic, like old ritual iron. The furniture was draped in yellowing sheets, giving the room the appearance of sleeping corpses. Mariya flicked the light switch, but the power had long been cut.

She lit a cheap kerosene lantern she had bought in town. The soft, shaking yellow light did little to dispel the gloom, merely carving out small, frightened pockets of existence in the overwhelming dark.

Mariya walked through the house: a small, utilitarian kitchen, a living room dominated by a cold, stone fireplace, and a narrow staircase leading up to a single bedroom. Everywhere, she noticed the same detail: her grandmother, Elara Vestia, had lived her life in utter opposition to the natural world.

The windows were not just covered; they were layered. One large bedroom window had three separate curtains, a sheet of roofing felt, and had been painted black on the inside pane.

In the living room, Mariya found a small, locked, iron chest tucked beneath a loose floorboard. She tried the key, but it was too large. This was a separate secret, one the lawyer hadn't known about. She left it alone.

She climbed to the bedroom. It was sparse, defined by an enormous four-poster bed draped in moth-eaten velvet.

Mariya knelt by the bedside table, hoping to find a will, a letter, or some mundane paperwork. What she found was dust and a small, unsettling object on the shelf beneath: a perfectly preserved, petrified starfish, but instead of the usual five arms, it had six, and its texture was unnervingly smooth, like porcelain.

As her fingers brushed the starfish, a sudden, inexplicable cold radiated from the object, sinking deep into her bones. Mariya jerked her hand back, her heart hammering. It was the same coldness she had felt earlier when touching the window and the same unnerving feeling she had when walking through the moonlight.

It was in that moment, under the gaze of the six-armed starfish and the quiet tyranny of the old house, that Mariya realized her inheritance wasn't just property. It was a physical, pervasive coldness that felt tethered to this location, a malignant
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