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THE HALLOWEEN GATE

The Letter That Arrived with the Leaves

––––––––
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The envelope arrived on a Tuesday, carried by the kind of autumn wind that makes Paris smell like wet stone and rotting chestnuts. Lena Moreau found it wedged between her door and the frame, its cream-colored paper smudged with what might have been rain or might have been something else entirely.

She turned it over in her hands, noting the absence of a return address, the way the ink seemed to have bled through the paper in strange, branching patterns—like veins. Or roots.

“Probably another fan,” she muttered, sliding her key into the lock. “Or that conspiracy theorist from Lyon who keeps sending me maps of underground tunnels.”

Her apartment greeted her with its usual cheerful chaos: stacks of research notes covering every surface, a half-empty mug of cold coffee on the windowsill, and her cat, Bertrand, sprawled across her laptop keyboard like a furry accusation of neglect.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said, scratching behind his ears. “I was only gone three hours.”

Bertrand blinked slowly, unimpressed.

Lena dropped her bag on the floor and settled onto her worn velvet armchair, the one she’d found at a flea market in Montmartre and refused to part with despite its suspicious stains. The envelope felt heavier than it should have, and when she held it up to the light, she could see nothing through the paper—no contents, no shadows, nothing at all.

She slit it open with a letter opener shaped like the Eiffel Tower.

Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded precisely in thirds. The handwriting was elegant, old-fashioned, the kind of cursive that looked like it had been practiced by candlelight. But it was the message itself that made Lena’s pulse quicken.

*Come before Halloween, if you want to know what truly happens when the lights disappear.*

No signature. No explanation. Just that single sentence, written in ink the color of dried blood.

Lena read it three times, then laughed.

“Okay,” she said to Bertrand, who had abandoned her laptop in favor of investigating the envelope. “Either this is the best lead I’ve gotten in months, or someone’s playing a very elaborate joke.”

She reached for her phone and dialed her editor without hesitation.

“Mathieu,” she said when he answered, “I need to cash in that favor you owe me.”

“Which favor?” His voice crackled with cigarette smoke and exhaustion. “The one from the Château de Brissac investigation, or the one from the time I accidentally assigned you to cover a cat fashion show?”

“The cat fashion show was a cultural highlight and you know it. But no—the anonymous letter I just received. I need you to trace the origin.”

“Lena, I’m not a private investigator. I’m a journalist who spends most of his time approving budget requests and crying quietly in his office.”

“Just run the postmark through whatever system you have. Please.”

Mathieu sighed, and Lena could picture him rubbing his temples, his salt-and-pepper hair sticking up in twelve different directions. “Fine. Send me a photo. But if this turns out to be another one of your—what did you call them?—‘fascinating breadcrumbs,’ I’m billing you for my therapy.”

Lena sent the photo and spent the next forty-five minutes pacing her apartment while Bertrand watched her with the quiet judgment only cats can achieve.

Her investigation was what she’d spent her entire career building: a portfolio of articles about the strange and unexplained. Abandoned asylums in Belgium where visitors still heard footsteps. A village in the south of France where every bridge was covered in carved symbols no one could translate. A lighthouse off the coast of Brittany that had been burning continuously for two hundred years, maintained by a family who refused to discuss its origins.

She didn’t believe in ghosts or curses or magic.

She believed in stories. In the way people constructed meaning around the things they couldn’t explain. In the desperate human need to find patterns in chaos.

But the letter—there was something about it that felt different. The paper, for one thing. It was handmade, uneven at the edges, and when she pressed her fingers to it, she could feel tiny fibers raised against the surface.

And the ink. She’d seen a lot of ink in her career—fountain pen, ballpoint, even the occasional splash of quill ink from obsessive reenactors. But this was different. Darker. Older.

Her phone buzzed.

Mathieu’s message was short: *Postmark came back. Hollow Creek, England. Never heard of it. Village population under two hundred. Middle of nowhere. You’re not actually going, are you?*

Lena smiled.

“Bertrand,” she announced, “we’re going to England.”

—-
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Three days later, Lena stood at the edge of Hollow Creek, wondering if she’d made a terrible mistake.

The village looked exactly like a postcard—if postcards were designed by someone with a deeply unsettling imagination. Ancient stone cottages lined narrow streets that twisted like forgotten ribbons, their roofs sagging with the weight of centuries. Pumpkins sat on every windowsill, their carved faces flickering with candlelight even though it was still three days before Halloween. Wreaths of dried leaves and black ribbons hung on every door.

And everywhere, everywhere, there were symbols.

Lena noticed them the moment she stepped off the train at the nearest station—a tiny platform two miles from the village proper. Carved into the stone walls of the bridge she crossed. Painted above the doorways of houses. Even etched into the pavement beneath her feet, half-worn by rain and time but unmistakable once you started looking.

Circles within circles. Spirals that twisted counterclockwise. Symbols that looked vaguely Celtic but weren’t quite anything she recognized.

“Tourist?”

Lena turned to find an elderly woman watching her from a garden gate. She was small and wiry, with silver hair pulled back in a severe bun and eyes that were unnervingly pale. Blue-grey, like winter clouds.

“Journalist, actually,” Lena said, switching to her practiced English. “I’m here to do a piece on the village.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change, but something in her posture shifted—a subtle tension, a slight straightening of her spine. “Which piece?”

“The Halloween tradition,” Lena said, keeping her voice light. “The power outage. The—”

“The masks,” the woman interrupted. “You want to ask about the masks.”

Lena blinked. “I didn’t mention masks.”

“No. You didn’t.” The woman’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “You should leave. Before it gets dark.”

Before Lena could respond, the woman disappeared back inside her cottage, pulling the door closed with a firm click.

“Well,” Lena murmured to herself, “that was absolutely not ominous at all.”

She pulled out her notebook—a battered leather-bound thing she’d carried for years—and made a quick note. *Masks. Elderly woman. Cottage with blue door. Hostile.*

Then she continued walking, her footsteps echoing too loudly in the narrow streets.

The village was beautiful in that particular English way—all honey-colored stone and climbing ivy, with a village green at its center dominated by an ancient oak tree that had to be at least five hundred years old. Children ran past her, laughing, their faces painted like skulls and jack-o’-lanterns. Somewhere, a clock tower was striking five.

And yet.

Lena couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched. Every time she turned a corner, she caught movement in the corner of her eye—a curtain falling back into place, a shadow darting behind a window. When she glanced up at the windows of the cottages, faces appeared for just a moment before disappearing.

They were afraid of her.

Or rather, they were afraid of something, and she was the embodiment of that fear.

“Hello there!”

Lena jumped. A young man had appeared beside her, seemingly out of nowhere. He was perhaps twenty-five, with sandy hair and a friendly smile that seemed almost jarring compared to the rest of the village’s hostility.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “I’m Tom. Tom Whitfield. You look lost.”

“I’m not lost. I’m—” Lena paused, reconsidering. “Actually, I am a bit lost. I’m looking for Blackwood Manor.”

Tom’s smile faltered. Just for a moment. “Blackwood Manor? That’s... well, that’s not really the kind of place tourists visit.”

“I’m not a tourist. I’m a journalist.”

“Right.” Tom’s eyes darted away, then back. “Well, it’s up on the hill. Follow the lane past the church, take the right fork, and keep going until you can’t go any further. You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.”

“Be careful, though,” Tom added, his voice dropping to something almost conspiratorial. “The owner’s not exactly... friendly.”

“Elias Blackwood?”

“So you’ve heard of him.”

“Only that he exists. And that he owns the manor.”

Tom nodded slowly. “He keeps to himself. Doesn’t like visitors. Especially not—” He stopped himself. “Well. Just be careful.”

Lena smiled her warmest smile, the one that usually made people relax around her. “I appreciate the warning. I’ll be careful.”

She walked away, feeling Tom’s eyes on her back the entire time.

—-
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The lane to Blackwood Manor wound through a forest that felt older than anything Lena had ever encountered. The trees were massive, their trunks thick as ancient pillars, their branches interlocking overhead in a canopy that blocked out most of the failing daylight. Moss clung to everything, draping from branches like green curtains.

And there were more symbols here. Every few feet, Lena spotted them carved into the trees themselves—the same spirals, the same concentric circles. Some were so old they’d been absorbed into the wood, their edges softened by decades of growth.

She stopped to photograph one with her phone, but when she checked the image, the symbol was blurry. Indistinct.

“Weird,” she murmured, trying again.

Same result.

“Okay,” she said to the forest, “that’s definitely not normal.”

She continued walking, her leather boots crunching on a path of fallen leaves. The trees grew thicker, the light dimmer, and the air took on that particular damp cold that seemed to seep into her bones.

And then, through the trees, she saw it.

Blackwood Manor was massive. Gothic. The kind of building that made Lena’s writer’s heart sing and her rational mind scream caution. It rose from the hillside like something carved from the night itself—dark stone, pointed windows, towers that disappeared into the fog. Ivy crawled up every surface, and in the fading light, the building seemed to shimmer slightly, as if it weren’t quite solid.

“Okay,” Lena breathed. “That’s... impressive.”

She approached the main entrance—a set of enormous oak doors banded with iron—and knocked.

No response.

She knocked again, harder this time.

The door swung open.

And there he was.

Elias Blackwood was not what she’d expected. She’d pictured someone older, wearier, perhaps a bit... musty. Instead, he was maybe early thirties, dark-haired, with cheekbones that could cut glass and eyes that seemed to absorb rather than reflect light. His clothes were simple—a black sweater, dark trousers, boots that had seen better days—but he wore them with a kind of aristocratic indifference that suggested he didn’t care what anyone thought.

He was also, Lena noticed, genuinely irritated to see her.

“You’re the journalist,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“Lena Moreau,” she said, extending her hand. “You must be Elias Blackwood.”

He ignored her hand. “You need to leave.”

“Excuse me?”

“The village is closed to visitors until after Halloween. You’ll need to find accommodation elsewhere.”

Lena’s eyebrows shot up. “The village is closed? That’s not something I’ve ever heard of.”

“Then you haven’t been listening.” Elias stepped back, preparing to close the door. “Goodbye.”

“Wait.” Lena put her foot in the doorway—a move that was perhaps not her smartest, but she’d committed to it now. “I received a letter. An invitation. Someone wants me here.”

Elias froze. His eyes, already dark, seemed to grow even darker. “What letter?”

“An anonymous one. It said—”

“I don’t care what it said.” His voice had gone flat. Dangerous. “You were tricked. There’s nothing here for you. Leave before dark.”

He pushed the door closed, and Lena had to withdraw her foot to avoid having it crushed.

“Rude,” she said to the closed door. “Extremely, unnecessarily rude.”

She stood there for a moment, considering her options. She could leave, as he’d demanded. Find a room in the village—if anyone would rent to her—and wait until morning.

Or she could do what she always did when someone told her to back off.

She could investigate.

—-
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The village pub was called The Hanged Man, which Lena thought was either deeply inappropriate or exactly appropriate, depending on your perspective. It was warm and cramped, filled with the smell of wood smoke and old ale, and the patrons fell silent the moment she walked in.

Lena smiled her brightest smile.

“Good evening,” she said. “I’m looking for a room for the night.”

The barman, a stout man with forearms like hams, shook his head. “We’re full.”

“It’s October. In a village with two hundred people. You’re full?”

“Full,” he repeated, his voice brooking no argument.

Lena scanned the room, noticing
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