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Chapter 1

	The Tide Comes Back

	 

	The Road Into Greyhaven

	The fog found Elowen Hartley ten miles before Greyhaven Cove.

	It came slipping over the road in long gray folds, rolling low across the asphalt, swallowing the yellow lines before her headlights could claim them. One moment the world had been pine trees, wet rock, and the occasional weather-beaten sign promising lobster rolls and antiques. The next, everything narrowed to the trembling glow in front of her car.

	Elowen loosened one hand from the steering wheel and flexed her fingers.

	“Very dramatic,” she muttered to the road. “Subtle as ever.”

	The windshield wipers dragged rainwater aside with a tired squeak. Beyond the glass, the coast hid itself. She could smell it anyway. Salt, kelp, cold stone, diesel from distant boats. The scent entered through some unseen gap in the old rental car and settled in her throat like a word she had not meant to say.

	Her phone sat facedown in the passenger seat, silent for once. No messages from Boston. No calls from Halden. No carefully worded apologies from his mother, who had managed to sound disappointed in Elowen even while returning the deposit on a wedding venue she had never wanted.

	Elowen glanced at the phone anyway.

	Nothing.

	“Good,” she said.

	The word sounded thin inside the car.

	She turned the heater higher, though the air blowing from the vents had the warmth and confidence of damp cardboard. Her coat was still buttoned to her throat. Her copper curls, pinned up badly before she left the city, had begun escaping around her temples.

	A green road sign emerged from the fog.

	GREYHAVEN COVE
6 MILES

	Her stomach tightened before she could stop it.

	She passed the sign without slowing, though part of her had expected the car to resist. Some childish, ridiculous part of her had imagined the town might have a border she would feel physically. A line in the road. A change in pressure. A hand against her chest.

	But there was only wet pavement and fog.

	The first landmark came sooner than she expected.

	A leaning white chapel appeared on the left, its steeple blurred by mist. St. Oran’s by the Sea. The bell had been cracked since before Elowen was born, but they still rang it for weddings and funerals, dragging out a hollow, wounded note that made even happy ceremonies feel like a warning.

	She had attended her brother’s funeral there.

	Elowen looked straight ahead.

	“No,” she said quietly.

	The wipers squeaked.

	She passed the chapel.

	A mile later, the old cannery rose on the right, hulking and boarded, its brick walls blackened by sea wind. Someone had painted over the front doors since she last saw it. The new mural showed a whale breaching beneath a gold sun. The paint was bright, hopeful, completely dishonest. The cannery had always smelled of rust, fish blood, and men too tired to speak kindly by noon.

	At fifteen, she and Bram had climbed through a broken window there because Caedmon dared them to prove they were not cowards.

	At fifteen, she had cut her palm on glass and tried not to cry.

	At fifteen, Bram Vale had taken off his shirt, wrapped it around her bleeding hand, and told Caedmon, with perfect calm, that if he laughed again he would be eating through a straw.

	Caedmon had laughed anyway.

	Bram had not hit him.

	Not then.

	Elowen blinked hard and adjusted her grip on the wheel.

	The rental car hummed beneath her. A cheap, anonymous thing with cloth seats and a faint smell of lemon cleaner. Nothing like the battered blue truck she had driven out of Greyhaven eleven years ago with two suitcases, a cracked rearview mirror, and Isolde Mercer shouting after her that leaving angry was still leaving.

	Elowen had not answered.

	She had been good at not answering back then.

	She had become excellent at it since.

	Another sign appeared.

	VALE & SON BOATYARD
REPAIRS, STORAGE, RESTORATION
EST. 1978

	The letters were painted navy blue on driftwood, old and stubborn. Her headlights caught them for half a second before the fog closed around them.

	Elowen’s foot eased off the gas.

	The road curved beyond the sign, dipping toward a stretch where the trees thinned and the first ragged glimpse of the harbor usually appeared. She knew, without wanting to know, that the boatyard lay somewhere below the ridge. Long sheds. Stacks of timber. The skeletal frames of boats waiting for Bram’s hands.

	Bramwell Vale.

	She had practiced his name on the drive from Boston.

	Not aloud. That would have been pathetic, and Elowen had strict standards about the types of pathetic behavior she allowed herself. Crying in a grocery store because she accidentally passed the wedding magazine aisle: permitted once. Drinking boxed wine from a mug while deleting engagement photos: unfortunate but understandable. Saying Bram’s name alone in a rental car: absolutely not.

	Still, she had practiced it in her head.

	Bram Vale.

	An old friend.

	A man from home.

	Someone I used to know.

	None of the phrases fit. They hung off him like borrowed coats.

	She pressed the gas again.

	The road bent sharply, and the fog loosened just enough for the cliffs to appear.

	Elowen forgot, for one unguarded second, how to breathe.

	They rose dark and jagged beyond the guardrail, shouldering into the gray sky. Below them, unseen waves struck rock with a force she felt through the tires. The cliffs had always looked unfinished, as if the earth had been broken open and left that way.

	Hartley Cliffs, tourists called them now, according to the brochure her firm had emailed with the restoration brief.

	Nobody from Greyhaven called them that.

	To locals, they were simply the Teeth.

	Bram had named the narrowest ledge Devil’s Elbow when they were twelve, because Caedmon had slipped there and screamed an impressive variety of words their mother would have washed out with soap. Elowen had laughed so hard she had hiccupped. Bram, solemn even then, had hauled Caedmon up by the back of his coat and said, “Try dying quieter next time. You’ll scare the gulls.”

	At seventeen, Elowen had sat with Bram on that same ledge during a summer storm that never fully broke. Rain had dotted his eyelashes. His shoulder had pressed against hers. Neither of them moved away.

	He had said, “You ever think about leaving?”

	She had said, “Greyhaven?”

	“No. This planet. Obviously Greyhaven.”

	She had nudged him with her knee. “Sometimes.”

	“Where?”

	“Anywhere people don’t know my mother, my brother, and what I bought at the pharmacy before I’ve paid for it.”

	He had smiled at the water.

	Not a full smile. Bram rarely wasted those. Just one corner of his mouth lifting, as if amusement had to earn its way onto his face.

	Then he had said, “I’d miss you.”

	The memory struck cleanly, without warning.

	Elowen’s tires bumped over the edge of the road.

	She jerked the wheel back, heart kicking against her ribs.

	“Wonderful,” she breathed. “Nearly killed by nostalgia. Put that in the obituary.”

	The car steadied.

	She slowed.

	The fog pressed close again, hiding the cliffs, hiding the water, hiding whatever version of herself had once sat there with wet hair and a future she thought could be bargained with.

	Her throat ached.

	She reached for the paper cup in the console, remembered it was empty, and set her hand back on the wheel.

	Greyhaven Cove began not with a welcome sign but with old houses.

	They appeared one by one along the roadside, clapboard and cedar shake, windows glowing amber behind rain-streaked glass. Porch lights hung in halos. Lobster traps leaned beside fences. A rusted bicycle lay half buried beneath a hedge, exactly where some child had dropped it and then grown too old to come back.

	The town had changed.

	Of course it had.

	A yoga studio occupied the old bait shop. A sleek black sign outside advertised COASTAL BREATHWORK AND MINDFUL MOVEMENT, which felt like something designed specifically to irritate every fisherman within a five-mile radius. The pharmacy had been repainted pale blue. The diner had new windows. Someone had installed decorative lanterns along Main Street, each shaped like a lighthouse, which was so painfully charming Elowen almost trusted it less than the fog.

	And yet, beneath the polish, Greyhaven remained itself.

	Wet rope. Woodsmoke. Frying oil. Seaweed rotting gently where the tide left it. The faint metallic clang of a loose halyard somewhere in the harbor, tapping, tapping, tapping against a mast.

	She heard it through the closed windows.

	Her body knew the rhythm before her mind caught up.

	Elowen drove past Mercer Books & Coffee.

	The lights were on.

	Of course Isolde was open during a storm warning. Isolde Mercer had once said weather was only rude if you let it change your plans. A chalkboard sign stood near the door, rain blurring the words, but Elowen could make out enough.

	TODAY’S SPECIAL:
BLACK COFFEE
BAD DECISIONS
CARROT CAKE

	Despite herself, Elowen smiled.

	It vanished quickly.

	She was not ready for Isolde.

	Not yet.

	She had told herself the same thing about everything since leaving Boston.

	Not ready to cancel the florist.

	Not ready to explain to colleagues why the wedding photos disappeared from her desk.

	Not ready to decide whether Halden’s last message deserved a response.

	Not ready to admit that the engagement had not broken like glass, sudden and sharp. It had rotted quietly, plank by plank, while she stood on it pretending not to smell the damp.

	The final argument had been almost embarrassingly civil.

	Halden in his good shirt, sleeves rolled with deliberate casualness.

	Elowen standing by the kitchen island, holding a mug she had not drunk from.

	“I don’t know how to love someone who always has one foot out of the room,” he had said.

	And she, tired beyond cruelty, had answered, “Then stop trying.”

	He had.

	That was the part that still surprised her.

	Not that he left, but that he looked relieved.

	A horn blared.

	Elowen snapped back as a delivery van edged around her on the narrow street. The driver, a heavyset man in a yellow rain jacket, threw up one hand, not quite a wave, not quite an insult.

	She lifted two fingers in apology.

	“Home sweet homicide by van,” she murmured.

	The inn stood at the far end of town, where Main Street thinned into a cliff road and the houses grew farther apart. Her mother had called it Hartley House because she believed every building deserved a name and every name deserved to sound older than it was.

	When Elowen was little, the inn had glowed.

	That was how she remembered it first. Not the shape, not the weathered shingles, not the wraparound porch with its complaining boards. Light. Always light. Yellow in every window. Lamps on even during the day. Candles in hurricane glass along the front steps. Her mother, Nerys Hartley, claimed travelers trusted lit windows more than painted signs.

	“People don’t come in from the weather because of architecture,” Nerys used to say. “They come in because someone bothered to leave a light on.”

	Elowen turned onto the gravel drive.

	The headlights swept across the front of Hartley House.

	She stopped breathing again.

	No lights.

	Not one.

	The inn sat in darkness beneath the rain, tall and narrow and tired, its white paint gone gray at the edges. The sign above the porch swung on one chain. HARTLEY HOUSE. The second chain had broken, leaving the wood angled awkwardly, as if the name itself had grown too heavy to hold.

	The garden had gone wild. Hydrangeas, once blue and fat as summer clouds, sagged brown against the fence. Sea grass pushed through the gravel. One shutter hung crooked on the second floor, knocking softly whenever the wind moved.

	Elowen put the car in park.

	The engine ticked.

	Rain tapped the roof.

	For a long while, she did not get out.

	She sat with both

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	The Inn Without Light
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