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The Halloween Promise

The Letter Beneath the Dust

The house had been waiting for her.

Lillian felt it the moment her rental car crested the final hill and Blackthorn Falls unfolded below like a photograph left too long in the sun. The same white church steeple. The same cluster of Victorian rooftops crowding the valley floor. The same winding road that led to Vale House, where her grandmother had lived and died while Lillian was eight hundred miles away, building a life that suddenly felt like it belonged to someone else.

She pulled over at the overlook, gripping the steering wheel until her knuckles paled.

October had painted the town in shades of amber and rust. Pumpkin patches dotted the hillsides, their orange harvest arranged in neat rows that caught the late afternoon light. Woodsmoke curled from chimneys. Somewhere below, a school bell rang, its echo carrying across the valley like a memory she couldn’t quite place.

*You should have come back sooner.*

The thought arrived uninvited, sharp as a paper cut. Lillian pushed it aside and started the car again.

Fifteen years. That’s how long it had been since she’d driven these roads. Fifteen years since she’d sworn she would never return to the town that had taken everything from her—her father to a heart attack when she was twelve, her mother to grief three years later, and finally, inexplicably, Adrian Vale to a night no one would explain.

And now Gran was gone too.

The funeral had been small. A handful of townspeople she barely recognized, their faces weathered by time and small-town winters. Pastor Michaels had spoken about Margaret Carter’s kindness, her dedication to the library, her famous pumpkin bread that she’d sold at the autumn festival every year for four decades. Lillian had stood at the graveside in a black dress borrowed from her roommate, feeling like a stranger at her own grandmother’s funeral.

She hadn’t cried. Not then. Not through the reception at the church hall, where ladies she didn’t know pressed her hands and told her how much Gran had loved her, how proud she’d been, how she’d talked about Lillian’s journalism career to anyone who would listen.

The tears came later, alone in a hotel room, and they hadn’t stopped since.

Vale House stood at the end of Blackthorn Lane, where the pavement gave way to gravel and the streetlamps grew sparse. It was the oldest house in town—a sprawling Victorian with a wraparound porch, a turret that had always reminded Lillian of a fairy tale castle, and windows that caught the sunset like trapped fire.

Gran had moved there after Lillian’s mother died. Said she couldn’t bear to stay in the little bungalow on Maple Street where three generations of Carters had lived and loved and lost. Said she needed walls that had witnessed more than just her own sorrow.

Lillian parked in the circular drive and sat for a long moment, studying the house through the windshield. The garden had gone wild in the months since Gran’s death. Roses climbed the trellis in tangled profusion, their blooms faded to a dusty pink. The oak tree still stood sentinel by the porch, its branches heavy with the last of autumn’s leaves.

Nothing had changed. Everything had changed.

The key was exactly where Gran had always kept it—beneath the loose stone in the third step. Lillian’s fingers found it without thinking, muscle memory guiding her even as her mind rebelled against the familiarity of it all.

The door creaked open on hinges that needed oiling.

“Gran?” The word escaped before she could stop it, a child’s call into the dark. Silence answered.

Lillian stepped inside.

The air was thick with dust and memory. Sheet-covered furniture loomed like ghosts in the dim light filtering through lace curtains. The grandfather clock in the hallway had stopped at 3:47, though whether that was morning or afternoon, Lillian couldn’t tell. A thin layer of dust coated every surface, disturbed only by the footprints of whoever had come to check on the house after Gran’s death.

She walked through the rooms slowly, her heels clicking against the hardwood floors. The parlor with its horsehair sofa and the piano Gran had tried to teach her to play. The kitchen, where the smell of cinnamon and nutmeg still lingered faintly, as if the house itself refused to forget. The sunroom where Gran had spent her mornings, reading the newspaper and drinking her coffee black.

Lillian’s throat tightened. She swallowed hard and kept moving.

The stairs groaned beneath her weight, each step a complaint. Upstairs, the bedrooms waited in dusty silence. Her mother’s old room, preserved like a museum exhibit. The guest room where Lillian had slept during summer visits, the quilt still folded at the foot of the bed.

And at the end of the hallway, Gran’s room.

The door was closed. Lillian stood before it for a long moment, her hand hovering over the brass knob.

*You don’t have to do this today. You can wait. You can come back tomorrow. You can hire someone to pack everything up and never step foot in this room again.*

But that was the coward’s way out, and Lillian had spent fifteen years being a coward. Running from this town. From her memories. From the boy she’d loved who’d vanished without a word.

She opened the door.

Gran’s room smelled like lavender and old paper. The bed was made, its patchwork quilt smoothed flat, as if Gran had just stepped out for a moment. A book lay on the nightstand—one of her beloved mysteries, a bookmark tucked between the pages at chapter twelve. Reading glasses beside it, folded neatly.

Lillian sank onto the edge of the bed and let herself feel it. The grief. The guilt. The overwhelming sense of time wasted, of words left unspoken, of a relationship maintained through phone calls and birthday cards because she’d been too afraid to come home.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the empty room. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.”

The house settled around her, creaking and sighing like an old friend.

She didn’t know how long she sat there. Long enough for the light to shift, the shadows to lengthen. Long enough for her tears to dry on her cheeks, leaving behind a tight, salt-stained mask.

Eventually, she stood. There was work to do. The lawyer had given her until the end of the month to sort through Gran’s belongings, to decide what to keep and what to sell. The house itself would go on the market in the spring—Lillian had already made that decision. She couldn’t keep it. Couldn’t afford the upkeep on a journalist’s salary, couldn’t bear the thought of living here alone.

But she could honor Gran’s memory by doing this properly. By not running away this time.

She started with the closet.

Gran had been a woman of simple tastes. Sensible dresses in muted colors. Cardigans with patches on the elbows. Shoes worn soft from years of use. Lillian packed them into boxes with careful hands, setting aside a few pieces she couldn’t bear to part with—the blue dress Gran had worn to Lillian’s college graduation, the scarf she’d knitted the winter before Lillian left for the city.

The dresser drawers held more treasures. Photographs bundled with rubber bands. Letters tied with ribbon. A jewelry box containing a single pearl necklace that Lillian remembered from her childhood, its clasp broken and never repaired.

And then, beneath a stack of faded handkerchiefs, she found the box.

It was small. Wooden. Inlaid with a pattern of leaves and vines that Lillian didn’t recognize. The lid was carved with a single word: *Remember.*

Her heart beat faster. She lifted the box from the drawer and set it on the bed, her fingers trembling as she worked the tiny brass latch.

Inside, nestled on a bed of faded velvet, lay a single envelope.

It was old. The paper yellowed with age, the edges worn soft. Lillian’s name was written on the front in her grandmother’s distinctive handwriting—looping cursive that had always reminded her of spring rain.

But beneath her name was another.

*Adrian Vale.*

Lillian’s breath caught in her throat.

She hadn’t heard that name in fifteen years. Hadn’t let herself think it. Had trained herself to skim past it in newspapers and online articles, to ignore the way her heart clenched whenever she saw a dark-haired man in a crowd.

Adrian Vale. The boy who’d been her best friend. Her first love. Her first heartbreak.

The boy who’d disappeared on Halloween night fifteen years ago and never come back.

The envelope was sealed. Lillian stared at it, her mind racing. Why would Gran have a letter addressed to both her and Adrian? Why had she kept it hidden in a carved box that practically screamed *secret*? And why, after all these years, had she never mentioned it?

*Open it.*

The voice in her head was insistent. Urgent.

*Open it. Open it. Open it.*

But something held her back. A warning prickle at the base of her skull, a sense that once she read whatever was inside that envelope, nothing would ever be the same.

She thought of Gran’s face—the gentle smile, the knowing eyes, the way she’d always seemed to carry secrets she never shared. “Some things aren’t meant to be dug up, sweetheart,” she’d told Lillian once, years ago, when Lillian had asked about the old photographs in the attic. “Some things are buried for a reason.”

What had Gran buried? And why had she left this letter behind, hidden where only Lillian would find it?

The grandfather clock downstairs chimed the hour, its deep tones vibrating through the floorboards. Six o’clock. The sun had set while Lillian sat frozen on the bed, and the room had grown dark around her.

She reached for the lamp on the nightstand and clicked it on. Warm light flooded the space, chasing back the shadows but doing nothing to calm the storm in her chest.

*Open it.*

She was going to do it. She was going to break the seal and read whatever words Gran had left for her. She was going to—

A knock at the front door made her jump.

Lillian froze, her hand hovering over the envelope. The knock came again, louder this time, more insistent.

She slid the envelope back into the box and closed the lid. Then she stood, smoothing her dress with shaking hands, and made her way downstairs.

The porch light was on—she must have flipped the switch without thinking when she’d come in. Through the frosted glass of the front door, she could see a figure standing on the steps. Tall. Broad-shouldered.

Something about the silhouette made her heart stutter.

She opened the door.

And there he was.

Adrian Vale.

He looked older. Of course he did—they both did. Fifteen years had carved lines at the corners of his eyes and hollowed out his cheeks. His dark hair was longer now, curling at the collar of a worn leather jacket. A scar she didn’t remember traced a thin white line from his temple to his jaw.

But his eyes were the same. Those impossibly blue eyes that had once looked at her like she was the only person in the world.

They looked at her that way now.

“Lillian,” he said, and his voice was rougher than she remembered, deeper, like gravel wrapped in velvet. “I heard about your grandmother. I’m sorry.”

She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything but stare at the ghost standing on her grandmother’s porch, the boy who’d vanished without a word, the man who’d haunted her dreams for fifteen years.

“I know I’m the last person you want to see,” Adrian continued, his jaw tight. “But I need to talk to you. It’s about the night I left. It’s about—” He stopped, swallowed hard. “It’s about the promise.”

The word hit Lillian like a physical blow.

*The promise.*

She thought of the box upstairs. The envelope with both their names. The single word carved into the lid: *Remember.*

“What promise?” she heard herself ask, her voice barely a whisper.

Adrian’s eyes met hers, and in them she saw something she hadn’t expected. Not guilt. Not apology.

Fear.

“The one our families made,” he said. “The one that got me sent away. The one that’s been keeping secrets in this town for fifteen years.” He paused, his gaze dropping to the floor before rising again to meet hers. “The one that’s about to destroy everything.”

Lillian’s hand tightened on the door frame.

“What are you talking about?”

Adrian took a step closer, and she caught the scent of him—woodsmoke and rain and something else, something that made her chest ache with memories she’d tried so hard to bury.

“I’m talking about Halloween night,” he said. “The night I disappeared. The night your grandmother made a choice that changed everything.” He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice was barely audible. “And I’m talking about the letter she left for us. The one you just found.”

Lillian’s blood turned to ice.

“How do you know about that?”

Adrian’s smile was sad. Broken. “Because she wrote one for me too,” he said. “And mine arrived yesterday. Postmarked from Blackthorn Falls. Sent the day before she died.”

The world tilted.

Gran had been dead for three weeks. She couldn’t have sent a letter the day before she died—Lillian had been there, at the hospital, holding her hand as she slipped away. Gran had been unconscious for days before the end.

Unless...

“Someone else sent it,” Lillian said slowly. “Someone who wants us to find the truth.”

Adrian nodded. “That’s what I think too. And I think whatever’s in those letters is going to change everything we thought we knew about that night.” He met her eyes, and she saw the boy she’d loved buried beneath the man he’d become. “I know you have no reason to trust me. I know I hurt you. But I’m asking you to let me help you figure this out. Because whatever’s coming—whatever secret your grandmother was trying to protect—it’s bigger than just us.”

Lillian stood in the doorway of her grandmother’s house, the autumn wind tugging at her hair, the ghost of her first love standing before her, and felt the weight of a choice she didn’t know how to make.

Invite him in. Shut the door. Demand answers. Send him away.

*Some things are buried for a reason.*

But some things refused to stay buried.

She stepped back, holding the door open.

“Come in,” she said, her voice steady despite the trembling in her hands. “And start talking.”

Adrian Vale crossed the threshold of Vale House for the first time in fifteen years, and somewhere in the walls, the old house seemed to sigh.

The promise was waking up.

And nothing would ever be the same.
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