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The Halloween Guest

The Door at Midnight
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The Ravenwood Inn rose from the autumn fog like a memory that refused to fade.

Emma Collins stood at the bottom of the winding drive, her camera bag heavy against her shoulder, and stared up at the Victorian structure that had been her destination for the past eight hours. The drive from the city had taken longer than expected—first the train to the coastal junction, then a rental car that had struggled against the winding cliff roads, and finally the last mile on foot when the road had narrowed to little more than a dirt track.

But now she was here.

The inn was magnificent in that particular way old buildings possess—a beauty that came not from perfection but from endurance. Three stories of dark wood and weathered brick rose against the gray October sky, their surfaces mottled with age and salt spray. Tall windows watched her approach like dozens of curious eyes, their glass catching the last pale light of the dying afternoon. A wraparound porch circled the ground floor, its wooden pillars carved with intricate patterns that might have been vines or might have been something else entirely—in the fading light, she couldn’t quite tell.

Fog drifted in from the sea, visible beyond the cliffs at the edge of the property, and it wrapped itself around the inn’s foundations like a living thing. The air smelled of salt and wet leaves and something else—something older, like dust and lavender and the faint metallic tang of old keys.

Emma’s fingers itched for her camera.

She resisted. Not yet. First, she needed to check in, get settled, and understand the space. Photography was about seeing, and she couldn’t see properly until she’d had time to feel.

The gravel crunched beneath her boots as she approached the main entrance. The front door was massive—oak banded with iron, its surface dark with age. Above it, a carved raven spread its wings across the lintel, its eyes set with chips of dark stone that seemed to follow her movement.

Emma paused, studying the raven’s carved feathers, the careful detail of its talons. Someone had put real care into this piece. Real time.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

The voice came from behind her, and Emma turned to find an elderly woman standing on the porch, a woolen shawl wrapped around her shoulders despite the mild temperature. Her silver hair was pinned in a loose bun, and her eyes—sharp and gray as the sea beyond the cliffs—studied Emma with an intensity that suggested she saw more than most people did.

“I’m Helen Parker,” the woman said, extending her hand. “Manager of the Ravenwood. You must be the photographer.”

Emma shook her hand, noting the firmness of the grip, the calluses on the palm. A woman who worked with her hands. “Emma Collins. Thank you for having me.”

“Of course, of course.” Helen smiled, but there was something careful in it. “We don’t often get investigators up here. Most people come for the atmosphere, not to document it.”

“I’m not an investigator,” Emma said automatically. “I’m just...”

“Documenting forgotten places,” Helen finished. “Yes, I read your portfolio. Very impressive work.”

Emma felt a flush of unexpected warmth. “Thank you.”

“The main parlor is through here,” Helen said, pushing open the heavy oak door. “I’ll have Marcus bring your bags up to your room. You must be tired after the journey.”

The interior of the Ravenwood was like stepping into another century.

The parlor stretched before her, a vast space paneled in dark wood and lit by fixtures that might have been gas lamps once but now held modern bulbs pretending to be flames. A massive fireplace dominated one wall, its mantle carved with the same raven motif as the entrance. Comfortable armchairs and settees clustered in conversation groups, their velvet upholstery worn soft with age. Persian rugs in shades of deep red and burgundy covered the floor, and the windows were draped in heavy brocade.

But what caught Emma’s attention were the photographs.

They lined the walls in ornate frames, dozens of them. Black and white images, sepia-toned portraits, and a few faded color prints—all depicting people who had once walked these halls. Hotel guests, she assumed, or perhaps the owners themselves. Men in Victorian suits, women in elaborate gowns, children with serious expressions that spoke of an era before cameras could capture spontaneity.

“I’ll show you to your room,” Helen said, “but first, a quick tour. The dining room is through there—breakfast and dinner served, though we ask that you make reservations for the evening meal. The library is at the end of the hall; feel free to use it whenever you like. The grand staircase leads to the guest rooms.”

Emma followed, her eyes moving constantly, cataloging details. The wallpaper was original, she was certain—the pattern of dark green vines on cream silk looked like something from the late 1800s. The chandelier in the dining room was a masterpiece of brass and crystal, its prisms catching the light and casting rainbows across the walls.

“The inn was built in 1887,” Helen said, as if reading her thoughts. “By Alistair Ravenwood, the town’s founder. He wanted to create a place that would last for generations.”

“Did he succeed?”

Helen’s smile flickered. “Oh, yes. The Ravenwood has outlasted everything else in Ravenshore. The town has changed, but this place remains.”

Emma nodded, making a mental note to research Alistair Ravenwood later. Every building had a story, but the most interesting ones always began with their creators.

“The guest rooms are on the second and third floors,” Helen continued, leading her up the grand staircase. The steps were worn in the center, soft with the footsteps of a hundred years. “You’ll be in room 215, on the second floor. It’s one of our larger rooms, with a good view of the cliffs.”

“Thank you.”

Helen paused at the top of the stairs, turning to face Emma with an expression that was difficult to read. “You should know, Miss Collins—there are certain... traditions here. The Ravenwood has its rituals, especially in October.”

“Rituals?”

“The Halloween traditions,” Helen said. “We’ve been hosting guests for All Hallows’ Eve for as long as anyone can remember. Decorations go up tomorrow. We’ll have the bonfire on the cliffside, the midnight telling in the parlor, the—”

“The ghost tours,” Emma said, and she meant it lightly, an easy joke.

But Helen’s expression didn’t lighten. “The guests tell stories,” she said, her voice dropping slightly. “Whether those stories are true or not is a matter of perspective.”

A flicker of something moved at the edge of Emma’s vision.

She turned quickly, but the hallway was empty. A row of sconces cast their warm glow along the walls, illuminating the dark wood and the patterned runner that stretched the length of the corridor.

“Everything all right?” Helen asked.

“Yes,” Emma said, but she felt the prickle at the back of her neck, the instinctive awareness of being watched.

“Room 215,” Helen said, stopping before a door with a brass number plate. She produced a heavy iron key from her apron pocket and unlocked it. “I’ll have Marcus bring your luggage. Dinner is at seven. Will you be joining us?”

“Probably not tonight,” Emma admitted. “I’ve been traveling all day. I think I’ll just settle in and get organized.”

“As you wish.” Helen handed her the key. “The room has its own bathroom, but the plumbing is original, so you might need to be patient with the water pressure. And if you hear strange sounds in the night—”

“I’m sure it’s just the old building settling,” Emma said quickly. She had heard this speech before, in every old hotel she’d visited. The creaking floors, the rattling pipes, the wind in the eaves. There was never anything truly mysterious about it.

“Of course,” Helen said, and for a moment, something passed across her face—amusement, perhaps, or pity. “Well. Rest well, Miss Collins. And remember—if someone knocks after midnight, it’s probably just another guest.”

She was gone before Emma could ask what she meant by that.

—-
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The room was beautiful.

A four-poster bed dominated the space, its dark wood carved with the same raven pattern that seemed to be the inn’s signature. The linens were crisp white, layered with a quilt in deep burgundy that matched the parlor’s rugs. A vanity with an oval mirror stood against one wall, and a writing desk with a green-shaded lamp sat beneath the window.

Emma crossed to the window and looked out.

The cliffs stretched to the horizon, their dark faces plunging down to the churning sea below. The fog had thickened, rolling in from the water like a slow tide, and she could just make out the shapes of evergreens huddled together at the cliff’s edge. Somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled—the old harbor bell, she assumed, marking the hour.

She took out her camera and began to shoot.

The light was perfect—soft and gray, diffused through the fog like a silk curtain. She captured the cliffs, the trees, the distant line of the sea. She captured the window’s reflection, the rain on the glass, the way the fog seemed to move like something alive.

Then she turned to the room itself.

She photographed the bed, the vanity, the writing desk. She captured the patterns in the wallpaper—more vines, more leaves, almost but not quite hiding something. She photographed the raven carvings, the old keyhole, the brass fixtures on the antique dresser.

She was adjusting her lens when something caught her eye.

A photograph on the dresser.

She hadn’t noticed it before. It was in a small silver frame, slightly tarnished with age, and it showed a man and a woman standing in front of the inn. They were dressed in clothing that looked Victorian—the woman in a high-collared gown, the man in a dark suit with a wing-collar shirt.

Emma picked up the frame and studied it.

The couple was young, perhaps in their twenties. They stood close together, not quite touching, and yet there was an intimacy in the way they leaned toward one another, the way their eyes met. The woman was beautiful in a serious way, dark-haired and pale-skinned, with eyes that held a depth of sadness even through the silver process. The man was tall and slender, his face striking—a strong jaw, high cheekbones, dark hair swept back from a high forehead.

But it was his eyes that held Emma’s attention.

Even in the aged photograph, there was something in his expression that felt familiar. A quality of watchfulness, of waiting. As if even then, a century ago, he had been expecting someone.

She turned the frame over.

On the back, written in faded ink, were three words.

*Nathaniel and Clara.*

The writing was elegant, slanted, clearly from another time.

Emma set the frame down and tried to shake off the strange feeling that had settled over her. It was just a photograph, just an old couple who had once stayed here. There was nothing remarkable about it.

And yet she found herself turning back to look at it twice more before she unpacked her bag.

—-
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Night came quickly to Ravenshore.

Emma ate a simple meal of bread and cheese that she’d brought with her, unwilling to venture down to the dining room. She spent the evening reviewing her photographs, making notes in her journal, and reading through the pamphlet she’d been given at check-in.

The Ravenwood Inn: A History.

The pamphlet was brief, clearly written for tourists, but it contained the basics. The inn had been built by Alistair Ravenwood in 1887, originally intended as a retreat for wealthy travelers who wanted to experience the wild beauty of the Maine coast. It had served as a hotel continuously since then, though ownership had changed hands several times.

There was a mention of the inn’s “haunted history” in a sidebar, the kind of whimsical detail meant to amuse rather than inform. Strange occurrences, unexplained sounds, the legend of a guest who never checked out.

Emma smiled and set the pamphlet aside.

She believed in what she could see. In what she could photograph. In the facts that could be verified and the stories that could be proven.

Ghosts were not among them.

The clock in the hall outside her room chimed eleven, its tone deep and resonant. Emma had just finished brushing her teeth and changing into her nightclothes when she heard it.

Footsteps in the hallway.

Slow and measured, moving along the corridor. The tread was soft but distinct, the sound of someone walking deliberately, unhurriedly.

Emma paused, listening.

The footsteps continued, passing her door, then fading into the distance.

Old building, she reminded herself. Settling. The sound of wood contracting in the cold.

She climbed into the four-poster bed and turned out the lamp.

The darkness was total, absolute. The old inn’s walls were thick, and there was no light from outside to filter through the windows. The fog must have closed in completely, blanketing the world in gray.

Emma lay in the darkness and listened to the sound of the sea.

It was a comforting sound, steady and eternal, and it helped quiet the part of her mind that kept wandering back to the photograph. Nathaniel and Clara. Who had they been? What had brought them to the Ravenwood?

She closed her eyes and let her breathing slow.

The clock chimed midnight.

One, two, three, four—

And then the knocking began.

It came from her door. Three sharp raps, distinct and undeniable.

Emma sat up in bed, her heart suddenly pounding. The knocking came again—three more raps, firmer this time, more insistent.

She swung her legs out of bed, her feet finding the cold floorboards. Her hand fumbled for the lamp, and she cursed under her breath as the shade rattled, the light swaying.

“Just a moment,” she called out. “I’m coming.”

She crossed the room and unlocked the door, pulling it open.

And then she stopped.

He stood in the hallway, a man in his early thirties, dressed in clothing that seemed out of place in the modern world. A dark wool coat, a high-collared shirt, a silk cravat at his throat. His hair was dark, swept back from a high forehead, and his eyes—

His eyes were the deepest gray she had ever seen, like winter storm clouds or the ocean before a storm.

There was something about his face that she recognized.

“I apologize,” he said, and his voice was soft, cultured, touched with an accent she couldn’t place. “I don’t mean to disturb you at this hour.”

Emma blinked, trying to process what she was seeing. He was beautiful—impossibly, distractingly beautiful—but that wasn’t what held her attention.

“I’ve been waiting for someone who could finally see me,” he said.

And then she knew where she’d seen his face.

In the photograph.

Nathaniel.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice coming out more sharply than she’d intended, “but whatever this is—a prank, a performance, whatever—it’s not funny. This is a private room, and I’m a paying guest.”

Something flickered in his eyes. “Prank?”

“Yes. Prank.” She gestured at his clothing. “You’re obviously part of the hotel’s Halloween attraction. The ghost tours, or whatever. It’s very clever, but I’ve had a long day, and I’d really like to go back to sleep.”

He was silent for a moment. The candlelight in the hall sconces cast strange shadows across his face, making his features seem to shift and change.

“I understand your suspicion,” he said finally. “But I assure you, Miss Collins, I am not part of any performance. I am... I am simply a guest.”

“Then why did you say you were waiting for someone to see you? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Doesn’t it?” His voice was gentle, almost sad. “You see me, Miss Collins. That’s more than most people can claim.”

He was standing before her, solid and real, and yet there was something about the way the candlelight fell around him that seemed wrong. The shadows didn’t quite behave properly. They pooled at his feet like water, refusing to cling to the shape of his body.

Emma backed away a step. “Who are you?”

“I told you.” The man extended his hand toward her, his fingers pale in the dim light. “Nathaniel Gray. And I have been trapped in this place for more than a century.”

The clock behind him chimed the quarter hour.

And when Emma looked again, he was gone.

She stood in the open doorway, her breath coming in short gasps, her eyes scanning the empty hallway. Nothing. No one. Just the row of sconces, their flames flickering in a draft she couldn’t feel.

She closed the door and locked it.

Then she went to the window and looked out. The fog was thicker now, pressing against the glass like a living presence. Far below, she could see the waves breaking against the cliffs, white foam shining in the darkness.

And reflected in the glass, just barely visible at the edge of her vision, she saw him again.

Nathaniel Gray.

Standing behind her.

She spun around, but the room was empty.

—-
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Emma didn’t sleep that night.

She lay in bed, the lamp burning on the vanity, and watched the door. Every creak of the old building sent a jolt of adrenaline through her system. Every whisper of wind against the windows made her sit up, alert.

But the knocking didn’t come again.

By the time the gray light of dawn filtered through the fog, she was exhausted, her mind racing with questions she couldn’t answer.

Who was Nathaniel Gray?

How had he known her name?

And why did she feel as though she’d seen him somewhere before—not just in the photograph, but somewhere else, somewhere deeper?

She had come to the Ravenwood Inn to document a forgotten place. To find a story that would restart her career.

Instead, she had found a story that might destroy everything she thought she knew about the world.

Emma rose at first light and dressed quickly. She needed answers. She needed to find Helen Parker and demand an explanation for whatever had happened last night.

But when she descended the grand staircase to the parlor, the inn was quiet. A lone figure stood at the fireplace, his back to her—a man with dark hair and an old-fashioned coat.

Nathaniel Gray.

He turned at the sound of her footsteps, and the faintest smile touched his lips.

“Good morning, Miss Collins,” he said.

Emma stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

“Who are you really?” she asked, and her voice was steady despite the trembling in her hands.

Nathaniel stepped forward, closer to her. The morning light, what little of it penetrated the fog, fell across his face, and she saw the truth of him for the first time.

He was real. He was solid. He was standing in front of her.

And yet there was
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