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  Chapter one
Chapter 1: Claudia


Idon’t mean to eavesdrop. Not really. 
It’s not like I slink through town in a dramatic velvet cloak just to hear my name whispered between pumpkin lattes and hayride schedules. I’m not that desperate.
Well.
Not always.
But on this particular Tuesday, with the October sun slinking behind copper leaves and the smell of nutmeg crawling down Main Street like a needy cat, I find myself lingering just a little too long near the chalkboard outside Greer’s Café. The sign announces Pumpkin Cold Foam Extravaganza! in looping orange script, as though caffeine and whipped sugar can summon community spirit.
My heels click slow against the sidewalk. Deliberate. Poised. Harmless. I am the very picture of casual.
“...Said he’s some kind of podcaster, here about the haunted orchard—”
Ah. There it is.
I tilt my head, the wide brim of my hat casting a flirtatious shadow across my cheek. It’s not exactly spying if the town council president is shouting.
“Just showed up yesterday,” Helen Greer continues, hands flying like she’s conducting some great ghostly orchestra. “Heard he’s interviewing locals. Wants the ‘real story,’ whatever that means.”
I can practically see her air quotes.
From my place against the lamppost, I lift one crimson brow.
The haunted orchard? Seriously?
There are precisely three supernatural legends in this town with any real drama, and the orchard is number four at best. Some creaky trees, a decades-old missing person, and a teenage prank involving a skeleton costume and a cow. Hardly the stuff of myth.
And yet—here comes some outsider, sniffing around the most boring local legend like it’s an unsolved mystery.
Helen’s friend, that chatty dog groomer—Marla? Mavis? something ending in “a”—leans in, lowering her voice to the level of church gossip. “I heard he’s staying at the Huckleby Inn. Real skeptical type. Thinks it’s all hocus-pocus. Said on his podcast last week that cryptids are ‘just unresolved daddy issues in the woods.’”
I snort. Not quietly.
Both women look up. Helen startles, recognizing me immediately. I don’t blame her. I make an impression.
“Oh! Miss Moreau. Didn’t see you there.”
Liar. Everyone always sees me.
I offer them a slow smile, teeth just barely peeking behind painted lips. “Didn’t mean to intrude. I was simply admiring the foliage.” I gesture to a nearby planter, currently housing a half-dead mum and a plastic raven with googly eyes. “Nature’s so… subtle this time of year.”
Marla-Mavis gives a nervous giggle, clutching her to-go cup like a holy relic. “Oh, yes, just beautiful,” she says, eyes darting between my hat and cape like she’s trying to determine if it’s costume or character flaw.
Helen recovers quickly—she’s known me longer. “Heading to the library?”
I glance down at my basket. Inside: a borrowed poetry collection, a jar of pomegranate jam I made on a whim last night, and a pair of opera gloves I’ve been meaning to mend. The picture of rural domesticity, if rural domesticity wore red lipstick and carried grudges.
“No,” I say. “Just haunting the streets. You know me.”
Helen gives a brittle laugh. “You do make October feel… festive.”
“I aim to please.”
The air between us hangs sweet and uneasy. The café door jingles as someone exits with a caramel latte and an apologetic smile that doesn’t quite reach their eyes. It’s not hostility, exactly—more like the town has collectively agreed to regard me as an exotic bird best appreciated from a respectful distance.
I push away from the lamppost, adjusting my hat with exaggerated care. “Enjoy your gossip, ladies.”
Helen blushes. “It’s not gossip. Just… civic awareness.”
“Of course,” I say. “And if civic awareness happens to include my name, well—how flattering.”
Another giggle. Uneasy.
Delicious.
As I walk away, my cape—yes, cape—billows dramatically behind me. I don’t even do it on purpose anymore. It just happens. I was born for it. Or maybe reborn, depending on how you count these things.
The outsider. A skeptic. A podcaster, no less.
God help me.
There’s something about the word that itches. Like a bad sequin lining. “Podcaster” suggests someone young and snide. Someone who thinks irony is a personality and that small towns are only good for B-roll. Someone who will stomp through my October like a raccoon in a cathedral, shattering years of careful myth with a single upload.
And worse—he’ll probably have mediocre taste in boots.
By the time I reach the cemetery path—the shortcut back to my hill—I’m bristling. My heels click louder. My breath fogs faintly, the chill sneaking through my gloves. The air smells like cider and decaying leaves, a perfect blend of nostalgia and rot.
The orchard is not scary. It’s not even interesting. That land’s been cursed by mediocrity since the 1800s. If he wants a good story, he should’ve come looking for me.
I pass the old iron gate, its hinges long since rusted into a permanent half-open shrug. The path curves uphill, strewn with gold leaves and the occasional candy wrapper from last weekend’s harvest parade. The trees creak in the wind, sounding almost conversational—like the town itself is swapping gossip about me.
I let my pace slow. The town fades behind me. So do the whispers.
Up here, I am legend.
Or at least, rumor.
I live in a house built for secrets. A tall, Queen Anne thing with a turret and windows that flicker when I pass by them. Locals call it the vampire house, though none of them know the truth. Not really. They think I’m a recluse with a flair for costumes, some eccentric with a dark aesthetic and a good moisturizer.
Let them think it.
It’s safer that way.
Inside, Pumpkin is waiting. She twines around my boots, purring so hard she vibrates. 
“Miss me, did you?” I croon, scooping her up.
She licks my chin once, then hops to the windowsill, staring out with regal disdain, tail flicking.
“Don’t worry,” I mutter, peeling off my gloves. “The outsider’s interested in the orchard. Not me.”
Pumpkin yawns.
The house hums around us—the radiator groaning to life, the wind pressing against the shutters like a curious guest. I pour a glass of wine—something dark and red and older than Helen Greer’s marriage. The cork gives a theatrical pop, echoing through the parlor.
I drink it slowly, standing in front of the mirror I never use.
It’s not vanity. It’s just… habit.
The reflection wavers in the candlelight. My hair, slightly mussed. My lipstick, still sharp. I look every bit the myth they make me out to be.
Outside, the wind kicks up. My porch chimes rattle. The windmill down the hill creaks like a haunted breath. The sun begins to set, draping everything in burnt-orange melancholy. Somewhere in town, children are carving pumpkins, and the smell of roasting seeds floats faintly up the hill.
He’ll come here.
They always do, eventually. The orchard won’t hold his interest. Someone will drop my name like a dare, and his curiosity will do the rest.
I drain my glass. Set it down with a little more force than necessary.
“Fine,” I say aloud, to the empty parlor and the cat who pretends not to care.
“If this podcaster comes sniffing near my hill,” I vow, fingers gripping the edge of the mantel like a stage actress before a monologue, “I’ll show him exactly how terrifying I can be.”
Pumpkin doesn’t react, which feels rude, frankly. She just curls up on the windowsill, tail wrapping around her nose, the very picture of feline indifference.
I sigh, tugging the curtains closed. “You could at least pretend to be intimidated.”
A faint meow.
“Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Outside, the town lights flicker on, one by one—warm glows against the encroaching dusk. From up here, it looks almost peaceful. Cozy. Ordinary.
But there’s something in the air tonight—a pulse, faint and familiar. The kind of electricity that whispers change.
I lift my glass again, watching the reflection of candlelight ripple in the dark liquid.
“Welcome to Ashthorne, Mr. Podcaster,” I murmur. “Let’s see what story you’re really here for.”






  
  Chapter two
Chapter 2: Dov


I’m allergic to kitsch. 
Not in the medical sense—no hives or throat swelling—but in the quiet, soul-wilting way one becomes allergic to disappointment over time.
Which is unfortunate, considering I’ve just entered a town where even the post office has a jack-o’-lantern wearing a knitted scarf.
October, apparently, is a month-long identity crisis here. Everything smells like cinnamon and commitment to the bit. The leaves are aggressively charming, like they read a Hallmark script and took notes. There’s an actual scarecrow outside the hardware store holding a sign that says, “Don’t be scared—our prices are hauntingly low!”
I might vomit.
Instead, I pull my gear from the trunk: microphone, portable recorder, my slightly dented thermos of gas-station coffee, and the latest notebook labeled “Unmasking the Myth – S3E9: Haunted Orchard?”
I know, I know. Punchier titles come later.
The orchard itself is exactly as underwhelming as I imagined. Rows of apple trees in uneven military formation—some shriveled, some stubbornly alive. A broken fence leaning like it gave up decades ago. The air smells faintly sweet, like fermenting fruit and wet bark. Somewhere, a crow argues with itself. It’s quiet—too quiet, probably, if you’re the kind of person who believes that means something.
I, unfortunately, am not.
My boots squelch as I walk past the perimeter, dodging a particularly aggressive gourd display. Someone arranged them into a face. The eyes follow you, and not in the poetic sense.
There’s an old woman selling cider at a table near the gate. She sees the mic and perks up like a B-movie extra sensing exposition.
“You here about the orchard?”
I nod. “Dov Rosenfeld. Podcaster.”
She beams. “Ohhh, I love podcasts. I listen to that one about the murder babies every week—”
“Murder babies?”
“You know! Crime and Cradles. Or something.”
“Right.”
She gestures to the trees behind her like she’s unveiling a corpse. “This place? Cursed. Dead girl in the ’70s. They say her spirit still walks the rows, wailing for justice.”
I hit record.
“Who says that exactly?”
“Well, I do.”
Of course she does.
Her name’s Nancy, apparently, and she’s been running the cider booth since before the alleged haunting. Between sips of her own product, she tells me about cold spots and orbs and how “the apples don’t fall right anymore.”
“Meaning?” I ask.
“They bruise in shapes. Sometimes hearts. Sometimes eyes.”
I thank her, because that’s what you do when someone hands you folklore like a fruit basket you didn’t ask for. I buy a cup of cider out of guilt and move on. It’s hot, cloying, and tastes vaguely like regret.
I spend the afternoon hunting local color. There’s a guy in the diner who swears the orchard used to glow “like a jack-o’-lantern” back in ’83. A teenager shows me a blurry video of what might be a deer, might be a smudge, but definitely isn’t a ghost. And one particularly enthusiastic woman insists her cousin was possessed by “apple spirits” last harvest, then tried to start a hard cider company “to please them.”
Most of them are laughing before they finish their stories.
I’ve been doing this long enough to know the type. Small towns love their legends—not because they believe them, but because they’re theirs. They’re conversational heirlooms, something to fill the space between weather complaints and casserole recipes.
And when someone from “outside” comes sniffing around with a microphone and a skeptical smirk?
Well. They put on a show.
By the time I finish my interviews, my coffee’s gone, my patience is thinning, and the sun has started bleeding gold across the hills. It’s beautiful in that cinematic way that makes you feel like a worse person for not appreciating it.
I drive back toward the inn, the road curling like ribbon between pumpkin patches and weathered barns. The radio picks up only static and one country station committed to heartbreak as a sport.
At the Huckleby Inn, the sign out front reads “Welcome Fall Travelers!” in blocky orange paint. The “W” is dripping, which feels appropriately sinister. Inside, the air smells like apple candles and nostalgia. The owner, a woman named Trudy, wears a spider brooch the size of a toddler’s fist and calls me “sweetheart” with a tone that implies pity.
I unpack my things in a room decorated entirely in shades
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