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Prologue
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The first thing Claire noticed was that everyone seemed to know her.

The woman at the bakery smiled warmly as she handed over a loaf of sourdough."Good morning,Claire.The usual?"

Claire hesitated."I'm sorry...have we met?"

The smile faltered for only a second before returning,thinner this time.

"You always joke like that."

Claire forced a polite laugh,paid for bread she hadn't intended to buy,and stepped back into the rain.

The town of Blackridge was small enough that strangers were noticed,yet large enough for secrets to disappear.She had moved there only three weeks earlier after leaving London behind—leaving a career she no longer loved,a relationship that had quietly fallen apart,and a life that felt increasingly borrowed from someone else.

She was certain she had never set foot in Blackridge before.

Yet people greeted her by name.

At first,she convinced herself it was coincidence.Perhaps she resembled someone else.Perhaps the landlord had mentioned her around town.

But coincidences have limits.

The old man feeding pigeons outside St.Anne's Church tipped his hat.

"Morning,Claire."

The waitress at the café didn't ask for her order.

"The cappuccino with cinnamon,right?"

Claire hated cinnamon.

The pharmacist already had her prescription waiting.

"I hope the migraines are better."

She had never suffered migraines.

Each encounter chipped away at her certainty until certainty itself became something fragile.

That night she stood before the bathroom mirror in the cottage she had rented on the edge of the woods.

She examined every detail of her face.

The freckles across her nose.

The tiny scar above her eyebrow from falling off a bicycle at nine years old.

The green eyes her mother always said came from her grandmother.

Everything looked exactly as it always had.

So why did she suddenly feel like she was wearing someone else's face?

Three days later,she found the photograph.

It was hidden inside an old cookbook left in one of the kitchen cupboards.

The edges were yellow with age.

Five people stood outside the very cottage she now rented.

A young couple.

An elderly woman.

A little girl.

And another woman.

Claire.

Not someone who resembled her.

Not someone with similar features.

Her.

The same eyes.

The same smile.

The same scar above her eyebrow.

Only the clothes were different,decades out of fashion.

On the back,written in faded blue ink,were six words.

Welcome home,Claire.We missed you.

The date underneath stole the air from her lungs.

October 12,1998.

Claire was born in 1994.

She stared at the photograph until her hands trembled so violently that it slipped onto the wooden floor.

"No..."

She whispered the word as though saying it louder would somehow make it less impossible.

There had to be an explanation.

A forgery.

An elaborate prank.

Someone manipulating her.

But deep inside,beneath every rational thought,another feeling began to grow.

Fear.

Not the sharp fear of immediate danger.

The slow,suffocating fear that reality itself had quietly shifted while no one was looking.

She picked up the photograph once more.

This time she noticed something she had missed.

In the upstairs window of the cottage,behind everyone else,stood the blurred outline of another person.

Watching.

The photographer couldn't have seen them.

No one in the picture seemed aware they were there.

Their face was swallowed by shadow.

Only one thing stood out.

A pale hand pressed flat against the glass.

And on one finger...

A silver ring.

Claire instinctively looked down.

The ring on her own right hand caught the kitchen light.

The same design.

The same delicate engraving.

She had worn it for years.

She couldn't remember where it had come from.

Outside,thunder rolled across the hills.

Then,somewhere upstairs...

A floorboard creaked.

Claire froze.

She lived alone.

Or at least...

She thought she did.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Claire had never been afraid of being alone.

That was the strange part.

People often misunderstood loneliness.They imagined it as silence,as empty rooms,as eating dinner at a table set for one.They imagined it as something obvious,something you could point at and name.

But loneliness was not always an empty house.

Sometimes it was standing in a crowded room and realizing nobody there truly knew you.

Sometimes it was lying beside someone you loved and feeling a distance between you that no conversation could cross.

Sometimes it was waking up one morning and understanding that the life you had spent years building no longer felt like yours.

That was why Claire had left London.

Not because of one dramatic moment.Not because of a single terrible event that could be explained neatly over a cup of coffee.

Real life was rarely that simple.

Things broke slowly.

A little disappointment here.A forgotten promise there.A conversation that ended too quickly.A feeling you ignored because admitting it existed would mean admitting something much bigger.

By the time Claire realized she was unhappy,she couldn't remember exactly when it had started.

She only knew she was tired.

Tired of pretending.

Tired of smiling when she wanted to cry.

Tired of waking up every morning beside Daniel and feeling like she was sharing a bed with someone who had become a stranger.

The cottage in Blackridge was supposed to be a pause.

That was the word she used when people asked.

A pause.

Not an escape.

Not running away.

A pause.

She repeated it often enough that she almost believed it.

The truth was simpler.

She needed somewhere nobody knew her.

Somewhere she could walk into a shop without seeing pity in people's eyes.

Somewhere she didn't have to answer questions about why she left her job,why she ended a seven-year relationship,why the woman who always seemed so certain suddenly looked like she had no idea what she was doing.

Blackridge seemed perfect.

A quiet village surrounded by dark forests and rolling hills.A place where the mornings smelled like rain and earth instead of traffic and exhaust fumes.

The cottage sat at the edge of the village,where the road became narrower and the houses slowly disappeared into trees.

When Claire first saw it online,she loved the photographs.

The old fireplace.

The wooden beams.

The small garden filled with wildflowers.

It looked like the kind of place where someone could begin again.

She hadn't realized it was also the kind of place where someone could disappear.

The rain had stopped sometime during the night,but the world outside the kitchen window still looked grey and heavy.

Claire stood barefoot on the cold wooden floor,holding a mug of coffee between both hands.

She didn't drink it.

She just liked the warmth.

The cottage was quiet in a way London had never been.

At first,she found it peaceful.

Now she wasn't sure.

Silence had changed.

Or maybe she had.

Her eyes moved across the kitchen.

The old wooden cabinets.

The faded curtains.

The small table where she had eaten alone every evening since arriving.

Three weeks.

Only three weeks.

And yet something about the place felt strangely familiar.

That thought bothered her more than she wanted to admit.

She had never been here before.

She was sure of that.

Absolutely sure.

But then again...

Was she?

Claire placed the mug down and looked at the photograph sitting beside it.

The photograph that had destroyed that certainty.

She still hadn't told anyone about it.

Not her mother.

Not Daniel.

Not even herself,really.

Because saying it aloud would make it real.

"There's a picture of me in this house from before I was born."

She imagined telling someone.

They would stare.

Then they would ask if she was joking.

Then they would ask if she was okay.

And Claire hated that question.

Are you okay?

It was such a small sentence.

Four words.

But sometimes it carried the weight of an accusation.

Because what people really meant was:

Are you still the person we thought you were?

She picked up the photograph again.

Her thumb moved over the faded surface.

The woman in the picture smiled confidently.

Claire hated that smile.

Not because it looked fake.

Because it didn't.

The woman looked happy.

Free.

Like someone who knew exactly where she belonged.

Claire couldn't remember the last time she had looked that way.

She turned the photograph over.

The message was still there.

Welcome home,Claire.

We missed you.

Her fingers tightened around the edges.

Home.

That word had become complicated.

Her childhood home had been sold years ago.

Her apartment in London had belonged more to Daniel than to her by the end.

And this place...

This impossible place...

Someone had called it home before she even knew it existed.

A sharp knock came from the front door.

Claire jumped.

The photograph slipped from her hand and landed face down on the table.

For a moment,she simply stood there.

Her heart beat hard against her ribs.

Then she almost laughed at herself.

A knock.

That was all.

Not a sound upstairs.

Not a shadow outside the window.

A knock.

Normal.

Human.

She walked to the front door and looked through the glass.

An elderly woman stood outside holding a basket covered with a cloth.

Claire opened the door.

Cold air rushed inside.

"Good morning," the woman said warmly.

She had silver hair tucked beneath a knitted hat and kind eyes that seemed to notice everything.

"Sorry to bother you.I brought some bread.Mrs.Whitmore used to order from the bakery every Friday,and I thought..."

The woman stopped.

Her expression changed.

Not dramatically.

Just slightly.

A tiny shift.

But Claire saw it.

"You thought what?"

The woman blinked.

"Oh."

A pause.

"I'm sorry.You just look..."

She didn't finish.

Claire waited.

The woman looked uncomfortable.

"Have we met before?"

The question came out before Claire could stop it.

The woman's face softened.

"Yes."

Claire felt the cold air more sharply.

"When?"

The woman looked past her,into the cottage.

Then back at Claire.

"Not recently."

Something in her voice made Claire's stomach tighten.

"Mrs...?"

"Margaret Bell."

"Margaret,I think there's been a misunderstanding.I only moved here three weeks ago."

Margaret's fingers tightened around the basket handle.

"I know."

That answer was worse than if she had been confused.

Claire stared at her.

"You know?"

Margaret looked down.

For several seconds,neither of them spoke.

Then the older woman quietly said,"You really don't remember,do you?"

The words landed somewhere deep.

Not because they made sense.

Because they didn't.

Claire forced herself to smile.

A polite smile.

The kind she had perfected over years.

"I think I would remember living here."

Margaret looked at her with something close to sadness.

"You were very young."

Claire felt a strange pressure building behind her eyes.

"How young?"

The woman didn't answer immediately.

Instead,she reached into the basket and pulled out a small paper bag.

"I brought these for you."

Claire looked at the bag.

"What are they?"

"Your favourite."

A cold feeling moved through her.

"I don't think you know my favourite."

Margaret's eyes met hers.

"Chocolate biscuits."

Claire stopped breathing for a second.

Because that was impossible.

She hated chocolate biscuits.

At least...

She thought she did.

She had no memory of ever telling anyone otherwise.

Margaret gave a small,sad smile.

"You used to hide them behind the books in the living room because you thought nobody knew."

Claire felt the colour drain from her face.

Nobody knew that.

Nobody.

She had done something similar as a child,but not with chocolate biscuits.

With strawberry sweets.

Hadn't she?

A strange image flashed through her mind.

A little girl.

Small hands.

A wooden bookshelf.

A woman's laughter.

Then it disappeared.

Gone.

Claire gripped the doorframe.

Margaret noticed.

"Are you feeling alright?"

Claire wanted to say yes.

She wanted to close the door.

She wanted to return to the safe version of reality she had woken up with that morning.

Instead,she whispered:

"Who am I?"

The question surprised even her.

Margaret's expression changed.

The kindness remained.

But something else appeared underneath.

Fear.

Not for herself.

For Claire.

The older woman looked toward the dark trees behind the cottage.

Then back at her.

"I think," she said quietly,"you should ask yourself why you came back."

Claire felt a chill move through her.

"I didn't come back."

Margaret held her gaze.

"That's what scares me."

The woman placed the basket into Claire's hands.

Then she stepped away from the door.

"Lock your doors tonight."

Claire frowned.

"Why?"

Margaret hesitated.

For a moment,she looked like she wanted to say something.

Something important.

Something dangerous.

But instead she only whispered:

"Because the last time you lived here,Claire..."

Her voice lowered.

"...someone tried very hard to make sure you never remembered."

Then she walked away down the wet road,leaving Claire standing in the doorway with a basket of chocolate biscuits she had never liked...

And a growing fear that maybe she had forgotten much more than she realized.
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Claire didn't close the door immediately after Margaret left.

She stood there with one hand still resting on the handle,watching the older woman disappear down the narrow road between the trees.

The rain had stopped,but the world still looked damp and colourless.Water clung to the branches above,dropping slowly onto the ground with soft,irregular taps.

Margaret walked slowly.

Not like someone who was tired.

Like someone who was carrying something heavy.

A secret.

Claire hated that thought.

Because secrets belonged in stories,not in ordinary lives.They belonged to people on television,to characters trapped in complicated mysteries.

Not to her.

She had spent most of her life believing she was painfully ordinary.

A good student.

A responsible daughter.

A woman who made lists because forgetting things made her anxious.

A woman who labelled boxes before moving because she liked knowing exactly where everything was.

The irony wasn't lost on her.

Now she was standing in a cottage where strangers remembered a version of her that she didn't.

Claire slowly closed the door.

The lock clicked.

The sound felt too loud.

She looked down at the basket in her hands.

A simple woven basket.

Nothing threatening.

Nothing strange.

Just bread.

And chocolate biscuits.

She carried it into the kitchen and placed it on the table beside the photograph.

For several seconds,she didn't touch anything.

Then she removed the cloth.

Inside was a loaf of fresh bread wrapped in paper,a small jar of homemade jam,and a packet of biscuits.

Chocolate biscuits.

Her stomach tightened.

She hated that she noticed.

Because it shouldn't matter.

A biscuit was a biscuit.

But somehow Margaret had reached into a part of her life that Claire couldn't access.

That was the part that frightened her.

Not the photograph.

Not even the impossible story.

The familiarity.

The way Margaret had spoken about her.

Not like someone who had mistaken her for another person.

Like someone looking at a child who had grown up and forgotten them.

Claire grabbed her phone.

Her first instinct was to call her mother.

Her thumb hovered over the contact.

Mum.

One word.

One person who had known her longer than anyone.

But she didn't press.

Because what would she say?

Mum,I found a photograph of myself from before I was born?

Mum,an old woman in a village I have never visited says I used to live here?

Mum,I think there are parts of my own life that have been hidden from me?

She imagined the silence.

The careful voice afterward.

The concern.

The suggestion that maybe she was overwhelmed.

Maybe she needed rest.

Maybe the breakup with Daniel had affected her more than she realized.

And maybe that was true.

That was the worst part.

Maybe there was a simple explanation.

Maybe stress had cracked something open inside her mind.

Maybe her memories were playing tricks.

But then she remembered the scar.

The date.

The ring.

The photograph.

No.

Something was wrong.

Claire walked into the living room and sat on the old sofa.

The cushions sank beneath her weight.

Outside,the wind moved through the trees,creating a low whispering sound.

She looked around the room.

The fireplace.

The bookshelves.

The faded rug.

She had chosen this place because it felt untouched.

Now she wondered who had touched it before her.

Who had sat where she was sitting?

Who had looked through these windows?

Who had called this place home?

Her eyes moved toward the bookshelf.

Margaret had mentioned hiding biscuits behind the books.

Claire stood.

She didn't want to.

That was the strange thing.

A part of her already knew she might find something.

And that part was terrified.

She walked slowly across the room.

Her fingers moved along the wooden shelves.

Dust collected in the corners.

Old books sat untouched.

Some were novels.

Some were gardening guides.

Some looked like they had belonged to the previous owner.

She pulled out books one by one.

Nothing.

A laugh escaped her.

Quiet.

Nervous.

"Of course."

She shook her head.

"Of course there's nothing."

She felt foolish.

Completely foolish.

Then she noticed one book was different.

A small children's storybook.

The cover was faded yellow.

Claire froze.

She didn't know why.

There was nothing unusual about it.

Just an old book.

But something inside her reacted before her mind could.

Her fingers felt cold.

She pulled it out.

The title was almost impossible to read.

The Little Bird Who Lost Her Way.

Claire stared at it.

Little bird.

The phrase hit her harder than it should have.

Her grandmother's voice returned.

You worry too much,little bird.

She sat down on the floor.

The book felt heavier than paper.

She opened the first page.

A name had been written inside.

Not printed.

Written.

Claire.

Her breath caught.

The handwriting was different from the note on the photograph.

A child's handwriting.

Messy.

Uneven.

But the name was hers.

She turned the page.

Another drawing.

A house.

A tree.

A family standing outside.

Four people.

A little girl.

And beside them...

A woman with dark hair.

Claire looked closer.

The drawing was childish,but there was something familiar about the woman's face.

The eyes.

The smile.

The little girl had drawn herself holding the woman's hand.

At the bottom of the page,beneath the picture,were five words.

My real family forever.

Claire dropped the book.

It landed softly on the carpet.

She stared at it.

Real family.

The words made something ache inside her.

Because Claire knew her family.

Didn't she?

Her mother,Elena.

Her father,who had died when she was twelve.

Their small apartment.

Family holidays.

Birthday dinners.

Photographs.

Memories.

All of it.

So why did this feel familiar?

A sharp pain moved through her head.

Claire pressed her fingers against her temples.

A memory came.

Not a full one.

Just a fragment.

A woman's voice singing.

A wooden floor beneath her feet.

The smell of lavender.

A red coat hanging by a door.

Then darkness.

She opened her eyes.

The room was exactly the same.

But she wasn't.

Not completely.

Her phone buzzed on the table.

Claire flinched.

She almost laughed at herself again.

Everything was making her nervous.

She picked it up.

Unknown number.

For a moment,she considered ignoring it.

Then she answered.

"Hello?"

Silence.

Not the kind where someone accidentally called.

The kind where someone was listening.

Claire stood slowly.

"Hello?"

A faint breath came through the speaker.

Then a man's voice.

Low.

Quiet.

"Claire?"

Every muscle in her body tightened.

"Who is this?"

Another pause.

The man sounded uncertain.

Almost afraid.

"You're really there."

Her grip tightened around the phone.

"What does that mean?"

"Listen to me carefully."

The tone changed.

No longer uncertain.

Urgent.

"You need to leave that house."

Claire looked around the room.

The old walls.

The fireplace.

The book lying open on the floor.

"Why?"

The man didn't answer immediately.

She could hear something in the background.

Traffic.

Maybe.

Or wind.

"I thought you would never come back."

Claire's heart began beating faster.

"I've never been there before."

The man exhaled.

A tired,almost broken sound.

"That's what they wanted you to believe."

A cold sensation moved through her.

"Who are you?"

But the line went dead.

Claire stood completely still.

The phone remained pressed against her ear.

The silence after the call felt worse than the call itself.

Then,slowly,she lowered the phone.

On the screen,beneath the words "Unknown Number," a message appeared.

A text.

Her fingers shook as she opened it.

There was only one sentence.

Don't trust the woman who brought you the biscuits.

Claire stared at the message.

Then she looked toward the kitchen.

The basket was still sitting on the table.

The bread.

The jam.

The chocolate biscuits.

And beside them...

The photograph of a girl who looked exactly like her.
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Claire read the message three times.

Not because she didn't understand the words.

Because she did.

And somehow that was worse.

Don't trust the woman who brought you the biscuits.

The sentence sat on the screen,cold and simple.

No explanation.

No name.

No reason.

Just a warning from someone who knew exactly what had happened inside her house.

Claire lowered the phone slowly.

The first thing she noticed was the sound of her own breathing.

Too loud.

Too uneven.

She hated that.She hated being aware of herself like this,every small reaction becoming evidence that something inside her was losing control.

She placed the phone on the table.

Then immediately picked it back up.

The message was still there.

Of course it was.

A part of her had hoped it would disappear.

That maybe she had imagined it.

Stress.

Exhaustion.

A strange moment brought on by a bad night of sleep and an old photograph.

But the message remained.

She walked toward the kitchen.

The basket sat exactly where she had left it.

She stared at it.

It looked harmless.

That was the problem.

Danger never arrived wearing a sign.

It didn't knock on the door and introduce itself.

It came disguised as familiar things.

A smile.

A gift.

A person saying they remembered you.

Claire reached toward the basket,then stopped.

Her hand hovered above the bread.

What was she afraid of?

That Margaret had poisoned something?

The thought sounded ridiculous.

Almost embarrassing.

Margaret Bell was an elderly woman who had brought her homemade bread because she thought Claire was someone she knew.

That was all.

Except...

Was it?

Claire stepped away.

She walked back into the living room and sat on the sofa.

Her mind moved too quickly,jumping from one possibility to another.

The man on the phone.

The photograph.

The old book.

Margaret.

The cottage.

Everything connected,but she couldn't see the shape of it yet.

Like trying to understand a painting when you were standing too close to the canvas.

She needed distance.

She needed facts.

Facts were safer than feelings.

Claire had always trusted facts.

Numbers.

Documents.

Evidence.

Feelings had caused enough damage in her life.

Her relationship with Daniel had taught her that.

She had ignored every warning sign because she wanted to believe love could fix things.

It couldn't.

Love was not magic.

Love didn't turn someone into the person you hoped they would become.

Sometimes love just made you stay longer than you should.

She looked at her phone again.

The unknown number was still there.

She hesitated.

Then she typed.

Who are you?

She stared at the message.

Her finger hovered over send.

A sensible person would not reply.

A sensible person would call the police.

A sensible person would pack a bag and leave.

Claire almost smiled.

When had she ever been sensible when it mattered?

She pressed send.

The message delivered.

One second.

Five seconds.

Thirty.

Nothing.

She put the phone down.

Then it rang.

The sound made her jump.

Unknown number.

Again.

She answered immediately.

"Who are you?"

This time,the voice on the other end didn't hesitate.

"My name is Thomas Reed."

Claire stood.

"How do you know me?"

"I knew you before."

The answer irritated her.

"Everyone keeps saying that.What does that mean?"

Silence.

She heard him breathe.

A man trying to decide how much truth another person could handle.

"I was twelve years old when you disappeared."

Claire felt the room shift.

Not physically.

Something inside her shifted.

"What?"

"You lived in that cottage with your mother."

"My mother?"

"Yes."

Claire laughed once.

But there was no humor in it.

"My mother is Elena Walsh."

Another pause.

"Is that what she told you?"

The words struck harder than she expected.

"What is that supposed to mean?"

Thomas didn't answer immediately.

When he spoke again,his voice was quieter.

"It means you need to stop asking why you don't remember Blackridge."

Claire closed her eyes.

"And start asking why someone made sure you forgot."

Her throat tightened.

The old anger she felt whenever someone questioned her memories suddenly disappeared.

Replaced by something much worse.

Doubt.

Because doubt didn't attack your beliefs.

It attacked yourself.

"Where are you?"

"I can't tell you."

"Why?"

"Because if they know I'm talking to you,you'll disappear again."

Claire gripped the phone.

"Who will make me disappear?"

But Thomas didn't answer.

Instead,he asked:

"Do you still have the photograph?"

Claire froze.

Her eyes moved toward the
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