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For Eleanor. I should have listened sooner.
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The fog came in around Portsmouth, and Nora drove into it like a woman wading into water.

The road narrowed as she pushed north, the familiar green highway signs giving way to wooden ones with hand-painted letters she had to squint to read. The rental car's headlights cut two cones through the white, revealing nothing but wet asphalt and the occasional flash of a deer's eyes at the edge of the treeline. She'd left Boston at four in the morning, too wired to sleep, too restless to wait for sunrise. The realtor's call had come at midnight — your grandmother has passed, the cottage is yours if you want it — and she'd been packing before she finished the conversation.

She didn't know why she was going. She hadn't seen Eleanor in twelve years. Hadn't spoken to her in eight. Her mother had made that clear: Eleanor was a closed chapter, a woman who lived alone in a house on the coast of Maine, writing in journals that no one would ever read. The estrangement was a fact of Nora's life, like gravity or the color of her eyes. She'd learned not to question it.

But the call had opened something in her chest, a door she'd forgotten existed. Not grief, exactly — she barely knew the woman. It was something else. A pull. A whisper at the edge of her consciousness that said go, go now, before it's too late.

She took the Stillwater exit at a quarter past six. The off-ramp curved into a tunnel of pines so dense the fog seemed to darken, turning from white to gray to something closer to the color of dirty wool. The road surface changed from asphalt to gravel without warning, the tires spitting stones against the undercarriage. The sound was loud in the silence. There was no other traffic. No houses. No lights. Just the trees and the fog and the road unwinding ahead of her like a thread she was meant to follow.

The cottage appeared out of the mist like a thing that had been waiting.

It sat on a bluff above the ocean — she could hear the waves before she could see them, a low, rhythmic crash that seemed to pulse through the earth itself. The building was salt-weathered gray, with a steep roof and a stone chimney that had seen more winters than she had years. A porch wrapped around the front, its boards bowed and silvered, and the windows were dark, empty sockets that returned her stare without recognition. The cottage looked less like a home than like a skull, its windows eyes that had long since stopped seeing.

She parked the car and killed the engine. The silence that followed was not silence at all — it was the ocean and the wind and the creak of the house settling, a symphony of sounds she'd been too city-softened to hear. She sat for a long moment, her hands on the wheel, watching the cottage watch her back. The fog curled around the porch pillars like fingers. The waves below chewed at the cliff. And somewhere in the dark interior, a light that she had not turned on flickered and died.

The key was under the third planter, just as the realtor had said. A brass skeleton key with a leather fob, warm in her palm despite the cold. The planter was heavy, crusted with salt, and the soil beneath it was dry as dust. She unlocked the front door and pushed it open.

The smell hit her first. Dust and salt and something floral, buried deep — lavender, maybe, or dried roses. It was the smell of an old woman's house, but underneath it was something else. Something acrid. Something metallic. Something that made her nostrils flare and her throat tighten. A smell like ink and copper, like the inside of a wound.

She stepped inside.

The living room was small, cluttered, frozen in time. Crocheted afghans draped over a sagging couch. Bookshelves stuffed with paperbacks, their spines cracked and faded. A fireplace with a mantle lined with photographs — Nora recognized no one. The floorboards groaned under her weight. The air was still, heavy, as if the house had been holding its breath since Eleanor's last exhale. The grandfather clock in the corner ticked with a sound like a heartbeat. She had not wound it. It should not have been running.

She walked through the rooms like a museum visitor, touching nothing. The kitchen was narrow, with a window that faced the sea, a sink full of dried dishes, a calendar still open to October 2006. A mug on the counter, stained brown at the bottom. A spoon. A life interrupted. The refrigerator hummed, and when she opened it, she found it stocked — milk, eggs, butter, a plastic container of something that had grown fur. The power was still on. The house was still alive, still waiting for its owner to return.

She found the staircase at the back of the house, steep and narrow, the kind of stairs built for utility rather than grace. She climbed. Each step announced itself with a complaint, and by the time she reached the top, her heart was beating harder than the climb warranted.

The upstairs was two bedrooms and a bathroom, all low-ceilinged, all thick with dust. The master bedroom had a bed made with military precision, the quilt pulled tight, the pillows plumped. A vanity table held a brush with hair still in it — white, brittle strands that caught the light through the window. Nora looked at them and felt something she couldn't name, something between sadness and revulsion. She opened the vanity drawer. Lipstick, dry and cracked. A rosary. A photograph of a child she did not recognize but whom she knew, with a certainty that bypassed logic, was herself.

It was the closet that caught her attention.

Not the closet itself, but the way the wall beside it seemed wrong. The wallpaper didn't quite match — a seam that ran crooked, a pattern that didn't line up. She pressed her palm against it and felt give. She pushed harder. The wall swung inward.

A staircase. Narrower than the first, barely wide enough for her shoulders, climbing into darkness. The air that came through the opening was colder than the air in the bedroom. It smelled of cedar and dust and something else — something that made the hairs on her arms stand up.

She found a flashlight in the kitchen drawer — old, heavy, the kind that took D batteries and weighed as much as a weapon. The beam was yellow and weak, but it was enough. She climbed.

The attic was a single room, low-roofed, the ceiling beams close enough to brush her hair. The flashlight swept across boxes, a trunk, a dress form draped in fabric yellowed with age. A child's rocking horse stood in the corner, its painted eyes staring into nothing. And there, on a desk against the far wall, the journals.

Twelve of them. Leather-bound, uniform, lined up like soldiers waiting for orders. The spines were cracked, the covers worn, and each one had a year stamped in gold on the front: 1967, 1974, 1981, 1988, 1995, 2002, and then skipping — 1970, 1977, 1984, 1991, 1998, 2005. The seven-year gaps. She noticed them without understanding them.

She crossed the room and picked up the last one. 2005. No — she looked closer. The gold stamp was worn, but it wasn't 2005. It was 2006. The final year.

She opened it.

The handwriting was hers.

She knew it the way she knew her own face in a mirror — the slope of the letters, the way she crossed her t's with a single sharp line, the loop of her lowercase f that dropped below the baseline. She had been writing in cursive since third grade, and this was her hand. Every page. Every word.

But she had never written this.

She had never been in this attic. She had never seen these words. And yet there they were, in ink that was still wet — she touched the page and her fingertip came away blue. The ink shimmered in the flashlight beam, fresh, liquid, as if the pen had only just lifted. As if someone had been writing in this journal while she climbed the stairs.

Her hand shook. Her breath came short. She flipped backward through the pages, scanning the words without reading them — her handwriting, her hand, her words she had never written. The pages near the end were blank. The middle was full. The beginning was dated November 2006.

November 2. The day Eleanor died.

The entry was short. Three sentences. She read them with her pulse hammering in her ears.

"He comes through the fog. He comes through the words. I have been writing him into existence, and now he is here."

She turned the page.

"The ink is wet. It is wet because I am writing this now, but I am not writing this now. I am standing at the top of the stairs, and she is writing for me. I can feel her hand moving. It is the same hand I used to hold when she was small."

Nora's breath stopped.

She flipped forward, past entries she couldn't make herself read, to the last page. The final entry. The ink was so fresh it pooled on the paper, still liquid, still moving as if the pen had only just lifted.

"If you are reading this, you are already part of it. The house remembers. The ink remembers. The man at the gate has been waiting for you longer than you have been alive. Don't trust the quiet. Don't trust the fog. And whatever you do, don't write back."

Nora looked at her fingers. Blue. Stained. The ink was on her skin, and she could feel it — a coldness that wasn't temperature, a weight that wasn't mass. She dropped the journal. It hit the floor with a sound like a bone breaking.

She should leave. Every instinct she had was screaming at her to turn around, get in the car, drive back to Boston, and forget she had ever heard of Stillwater, Maine. But her feet would not move. The journal lay on the floor where she had dropped it, open to the last page, the ink gleaming wet in the dim light. The warning was still there, in her own handwriting, in ink that had been liquid when she opened the cover: Don't write back.

But the words on the page were not the only words. She could feel them moving behind her eyes, pressing against the inside of her skull. The journal wanted her to read more. The house wanted her to stay. And some part of her, some deep and terrible part, wanted to obey.

And somewhere below her, she heard a floorboard creak.
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Chapter 1: The Cottage
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She woke to light she didn't remember closing her eyes against.

The attic was gone. She was in the master bedroom, lying on the bed with the quilt pulled up to her chin, her shoes off, her jacket folded neatly on the vanity chair. She didn't remember coming down the stairs. She didn't remember taking off her shoes. She didn't remember lying down. The last thing she remembered was the journal falling from her hands, the sound it made on the attic floor, the creak from somewhere below.

She sat up too fast, and the room tilted with her. The flashlight was on the nightstand next to a glass of water she hadn't poured. The water was clear, the glass clean. She stared at it for a full minute before she had the courage to touch it.

It was cold. She held it up to the light, turned it, looked for sediment or discoloration. Nothing. Just water. She set it down without drinking. The glass left a ring of condensation on the nightstand, and she watched it bead and run, watched it pool around the base. It was the most ordinary thing in the world, and it was the only ordinary thing in this house.

The cottage was brighter now. Morning, through the salt-crusted window, painted everything in a pale gray light. She could hear the ocean — closer than it had seemed the night before, or maybe she was just listening harder. The fog had thinned to a gauzy haze, and through it she could see the edge of the cliff, the dark churn of the water below. A gull sat on the windowsill, watching her with one black eye. It didn't move when she looked at it. It just sat there, patient, waiting for something she couldn't name.

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood. The floorboards were cold. The air was cold. The whole house seemed to exhale around her, a long slow breath that never quite finished. She crossed to the closet and opened it. Inside, Eleanor's dresses hung in a row — floral prints, dark wool, a blue cardigan with buttons like pearls. Nora reached out and touched the sleeve of the cardigan. It was soft, worn, smelled of mothballs and lavender. She pulled it from the hanger and held it up. It would fit her. It was as if Eleanor had known she would come, had left this behind like a gift for a stranger.

She put the cardigan back and closed the closet door.

She explored the cottage room by room, this time in daylight, determined to find something rational in the spaces that had felt so menacing in the dark. The living room was smaller than she remembered. The afghans were faded, the bookshelves listing under the weight of decades. A photograph on the mantle caught her eye — a woman, young, standing on the porch of the cottage with the sea behind her. The woman was laughing, her head thrown back, her hair caught in the wind. Nora picked it up. The woman had her cheekbones. Her jaw. Her shape of the eye. Eleanor, before the years had worn her down.

The kitchen was small but well-organized, with white cabinets that had yellowed with age and a gas stove that still had a pilot light burning. The window above the sink faced the sea, and a pair of binoculars sat on the sill as if Eleanor had been watching something. She picked them up, adjusted the focus, scanned the horizon. Nothing but water and sky and a line of darker gray where the fog bank waited. She turned the binoculars toward the road. The gate was visible from here — the same gate the man had stood at, the same gate Eleanor had watched from this very window. She swung the binoculars lower, following the line of the fence, the edge of the property. There were footprints in the damp earth below the window. Fresh ones. Men's boots.

She put the binoculars down. She didn't look at the footprints again. She wasn't ready to know what they meant.

The clawfoot tub in the bathroom was deep and stained with rust rings, the porcelain chipped around the drain. A bar of soap sat in a dish, reduced to a sliver, the scent of lavender rising sharply when she lifted it. That smell again. The same lavender she'd caught in the living room. She put the soap down and wiped her hand on her jeans. There was a medicine cabinet above the sink. She opened it. Inside: a bottle of aspirin, a tube of lip balm, a small pair of scissors, and a folded piece of paper. She unfolded it. In Eleanor's hand: "The answers are in the walls. The questions are in the ink." She folded the paper and put it in her pocket.

Her phone buzzed. A number she didn't recognize. She answered, and the realtor's voice filled her ear — cheerful, efficient, utterly out of place in this quiet house.

"Ms. Perrault? Just checking in. How's the cottage?"

"Fine." Her voice was hoarse. She cleared her throat. "It's fine."

"Good, good. I know it's been sitting a while. Eleanor kept to herself, you know. We didn't see her in town much. The funeral was small — just a handful of folks from the church. I left the details on the counter if you want to arrange a visit to the grave."

"Thank you." Nora paused. "How did she die?"

There was a beat of silence on the other end. "The medical examiner ruled it an accident. She fell down the stairs. The back staircase, the steep one. Broke her neck. The coroner said it would have been quick."

Nora looked at the doorway that led to the back stairs. She hadn't noticed them in the dark — narrow, twisting, disappearing into the shadows of the house's core. "Was there anyone else here?"

"At the funeral? Just —"

"No. When she died. Was she alone?"

"I... I believe so. The police report said the house was locked from the inside. No signs of forced entry. Why do you ask?"

"No reason." Nora ended the call.

The back staircase was narrower than she remembered. She stood at the bottom and looked up. The stairs turned sharply, twice, disappearing into the dark. At the top, a door — closed. The same door that led to the bedrooms. But on the wall beside the staircase, hidden behind a radiator that had been disconnected from the pipes, she saw a seam. A rectangle cut into the plaster, painted over, invisible unless you were looking.

She found a screwdriver in the kitchen drawer and worked the edge of the panel. It came away easily, as if it had been opened recently. Behind it, a cavity. Not the fuse box — something else. Deep enough for a stack of leather-bound journals.

Twelve of them.

The same journals she'd seen in the attic.

The same journals she'd dropped when she heard the floorboard creak.

But these weren't in the attic anymore. They were here, hidden behind the radiator panel. And the leather was newer on some, the pages unyellowed, the covers unmarked. She pulled them out one by one, counting, stacking them on the kitchen floor. 1967, 1974, 1981, 1988, 1995, 2002. 1970, 1977, 1984, 1991, 1998, 2005. No — she checked again. The last one was 2006.

The same twelve.

She opened the 2006 journal to the last page. The handwriting was different from the one in the attic. This one was Eleanor's — shaky, elderly, the letters crowded and uncertain, the pen pressed so hard it had left grooves in the paper. But the words were the same.

"He's in the house."

Three words. Written in a hand that was barely legible, the pen pressing so hard it had nearly torn the paper. She could feel the fear in the pressure, the panic in the way the final s trailed off into a slash. The ink was dry. This had been written weeks ago, months, before Eleanor died.

A floorboard creaked behind her.

She spun. The kitchen was empty. The back door was locked. The window over the sink showed nothing but the sea and the sky and the thinning fog. But the creak had been there — close, sharp, the sound of weight pressing down on old wood. She stood frozen, her heart hammering, her hand clutching the journal to her chest.

Nothing moved. Nothing breathed. The cottage held its silence like a secret.

She pressed her palms against the quilt and felt the fabric, rough beneath her fingers. It was real. The room was real. But the gap in her memory was a chasm she couldn't cross. She had been in the attic. She had felt the ink on her skin. And then — nothing. A span of hours she could not account for. She checked her phone. 8:47 AM. She had arrived at the cottage at six. Two hours missing. Two hours she had spent doing something she could not recall.

Her reflection in the vanity mirror
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