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    To the unheard voices,
the forgotten names,
and the truths buried beneath silence.
This book is for every young heart brave enough to listen when a town chooses not to speak,
for those who believe justice can rise even from ash and shadow,
and for the courage it takes to tell the truth—
even when it costs comfort, belonging, or sleep.
May these pages remind you that remembering is an act of love,
and that light still finds its way through the darkest places.
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Chapter 1 — The Town That Doesn’t Speak at Night
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The first thing Mara Finch learned about Ravenswood wasn’t on any welcome sign. The bus pulled away in a sigh of diesel, and there it was: a neat white cottage with a picket fence, a tilted mailbox that still said “Hollis,” and every windowsill lined with a bright crust of salt. It sparkled like frost in the late afternoon sun. Her mother, balancing a cardboard box marked KITCHEN in black marker, nudged her shoulder without looking up.

“Help me with the door, bird,” Mom said, and the pet name—one Dad used to use—caught on the back of Mara’s tongue. She swallowed and lifted the latch. The door stuck, then gave, then opened on a little entry whose floorboards gave a polite creak, like the house had been holding its breath and could finally exhale.

The realtor had called the place a “saltbox with character,” which turned out to mean crooked floors, a fireplace blackened into retirement, and a staircase that protested as if every step were a personal affront. But the front room caught the light from the bay, and out past the fencing and the low shrubs, a sliver of ocean lay like a silver ribbon. Gulls veered. Somewhere far out, a bell tolled once, deep and patient.

Mara stood at the window and watched the bell ripple through the water.

“Is that from the lighthouse?” she asked.

“Harbor bell,” Mom said, wiping her forehead with the cuff of her sweater. “Your Aunt June says they use it for fog and the tides.” She paused, half-smiled at the window frame. “We’ll make it ours.”

Mara set her backpack by the window seat and pressed her palm to the glass. It was cool and a little wet. The salt on the sill crunched under her wrist. It wasn’t a sprinkling. It was a deliberate line, as if someone had carefully poured a border from a box. She leaned closer. Grains glinted like tiny teeth.

“Why salt?” she asked.

“Ask your aunt,” Mom said. “Or the neighbors. Customs.” She hoisted the box again. “We’ve got until nightfall to bring in the heavy stuff.”

Nightfall, as if the dark had a schedule and an enforcement arm.

By the time Aunt June’s station wagon lumbered up with a final load of bedding and thrift-store plates, the sky had gone the color of steel, and the tide had turned, tugging out. Ravens bobbed on the draft near the hillside, swooped once, then lifted as if from a lesson. Aunt June wore a windbreaker the color of a life vest and the expression of someone who could bargain with weather.

“Finches,” she said, kissing both of them, “you made it before the bell.”

“What bell?” Mara asked, though she knew already. The water answered with a far, measured clang. The sound went through her, low as a heartbeat.

“That one,” Aunt June said. “Listen well. Last one’s your bedtime.”

“I’m sixteen,” Mara said, but not with any heat.

“In Ravenswood,” June said, “we go quiet after the bell.” She set a jar on the mantle, white crystals lapping the glass like snow in a snow globe. SALT, the label said, in tidy capital letters. “You keep lines on the sills. I brought a starter.”

“Is that... a superstition?” Mom asked, like she was tasting the word and finding it half-guilty and half-sweet.

“Tradition,” June said. “Same root. It keeps away drafts. And other things.”

“What other things?” Mara asked.

June smiled, almost apologetically. “You need dinner,” she said, as if that answered anything. “And to meet people who aren’t me.”

They ate takeout fish and chips on the floor because the kitchen table had to be reassembled and no one had found the screws. The fish tasted better than it looked, like the oil had mood, like the batter remembered the sea. June told stories in the way adults do when they want to be encouraging but also get ahead of tricky questions—how the town used to be a shipyard, how the cliffs were fickle and the water could flip on you, how there was a festival in late summer called Lantern Walk where kids lit paper lanterns and set them off in the shallows.

“Do the bells ring all night?” Mara asked.

“Not after the last toll,” June said. “That’s the rule. We don’t speak after nightfall—not outdoors, anyway.”

“You don’t talk? At all?”

“Whisper inside. Quiet as you can. But outside?” June shook her head. “No voices. Sound carries weird in the dark here, and it brings... well.” She tapped the salt jar lightly. “Keeps us neighborly, too. People go home. The ocean gets the last word.”

Mom met Mara’s gaze over a cardboard plate, her eyes doing that soft-sad thing that had become familiar since April. We are making a fresh start, those eyes said. We will play along with the locals and make it work.

Mara picked up a fry and bit in. The potato broke in a small hiss of steam. “Okay,” she said. It came out like a dare and a promise both.

She walked the block after dinner with Mom and June to get a feel for the neighborhood before the last bell. The houses sat close together like people who wanted company but not conversation. Porches sagged in the same way, politely. Every window had its crisp white line. In one front yard, an iron bell hung from a frame, a small cousin of the one offshore; someone had braided a rope with blue ribbon, pretty as a throat.

As they rounded the corner toward the main street, a boy on a bike coasted to a stop, one foot dragging. He wore a hoodie the color of wet slate, curls tucked beneath the hood, eyes the skeptical shade of gray-green that made you want to either prove something or behave. He studied them unabashedly.

“You’re the Hollis house,” he said. “Finch, right?” He nodded at Mara. “Word gets around.”

Mara raised her chin a notch. “I’m not a rumor.”

“You will be,” he said, not unkindly. “I’m Rowan.” He jerked a thumb toward the hillline where the dark spine of the foundry cut the sky. “You hear it yet?”

“Hear what?” Mara asked.

“The foundry breathes.” He shrugged when she frowned. “I dive. You hear things underwater. Different truths.”

“Rowan’s father runs the marina,” June said. “Rowan does more swimming than is advised by people who have opinions.”

Rowan grinned sideways, then spotted a girl coming up behind them in a red beanie, a recorder slung across her chest on a strap, black headphones around her neck. She had a kind of contained energy, like a spring. “Priya,” he said. “New neighbor.”

“Priya Anand,” the girl said, friendly and direct. “I run a local story pod—Brine & Bone. No, it’s not about true crime; yes, desperate algorithms keep trying to trick me.” She walked and matched Mara’s pace without asking. “We’re exactly two episodes away from our youth fellowship deadline. We need content that’s not ugh-people-are-bad. Bless this town, but.”

“I’m Mara,” Mara said, feeling her own name like a penny in her mouth. She didn’t add Finch. People here already knew it. “We just moved.”

“From?” Priya asked.

“Not here,” Mara said. She was still learning how much of the previous city to say. Not yet, her chest said.

Priya nodded like she understood that answer. “So,” she said, flicking her fingers toward the ridge. “Have you met Blackthorn Foundry?”

“That old skeleton?” June said. “We stay clear.”

Rowan lifted one shoulder. “We mostly stay clear. Except some of us swim by the inlet where the current tries to eat your ankles.” He pointed at Mara’s shoes. “Get grippy boots. Boardwalk gets slick.”

A bell sounded, the same deep note as before but closer now, and everyone paused in the street as if a conductor had lifted a baton. The bell tolled again. The sound hummed in the bones of the houses. On the third stroke, people who had been chatting on porch steps gathered their words like loose thread, tucked them away, and stood. Priya slipped her headphones over her ears as if to hold the moment in, listened as the bell tolled a fourth and then a fifth time. On the sixth, she clicked her recorder off and looked up at the sky like she could see midnight there.

“Last one,” she said. “Night hush.”

“Night hush,” Rowan echoed, but already his voice was softer, the edges padded.

They walked back slower. At the corner, a pair of ravens, bigger than Mara expected, flapped up from a telephone wire and settled on the wrought-iron arch over the hardware store. Their heads tilted together, almost conspiratorial. One cocked its eye directly at Mara and made a faint sound that wasn’t a caw. It sounded like a word someone had swallowed halfway. Her arm hairs lifted and stayed.

Inside the house, June measured out an exact line of salt along the back window while Mom ran water for the kettle. It wasn’t even that late, but the night here had a presence that sat with you, an extra guest. The final bell rolled in like a tide, struck once, and then, like a switch had been flipped, the neighborhood went quiet. Not just less noise—quiet, as if the dark insisted on it. The ocean kept up its shushing. The wind found arrangements in the eaves. Someone, two streets over, coughed once and then caught themselves.

Mara set up her bed in the front room by the window, because she wanted to fall asleep watching the slice of bay and wake up to something bigger than boxes. Her phone buzzed with a text from an old friend—How’s the new coast?—and a picture she didn’t open, a group shot with a blank where she would have been. She typed, Different. Bells. Salt. Then erased the last period for no reason.

She must have fallen asleep because the next thing she knew, a whisper threaded through her dream and pulled. A voice like a breeze through a bottle, a consonant caught in glass.

“Finch,” it said, soft and near. “Mara.”

She sat up, heart slamming, and the room rearranged itself around her. The window was a darker black than the wall. The slice of bay was a seam. The salt line gleamed faintly like a thin dawn. She held her breath and listened. The whisper wasn’t repeated. The house creaked a little in its old bones. A raven thumped somewhere—on the arch? On the roof? She couldn’t tell.

She stood, bare feet cold on the floorboards, and eased the curtains just enough to peer out. The street light pooled at the corner. The ravens’ shadows were gone. The air smelled like iron filings and the rinse of the tide. Mara pressed her palm to the glass. Again, it was cool enough to ground her. Her breath feathered a small fog on the pane. She made a circle there, the way her father had done when he’d trace a quick smiley face and make her laugh, and then she wiped it with the heel of her hand to erase the habit of memory.

The whisper had known her name. She hadn’t told it to anyone in this town. Except she had, to Rowan and Priya, to June, to the fish-and-chips cashier. Names traveled. Names had wings. She lay back down and told herself the thing she kept telling herself since April: You are here now. You are not haunted. You are not a story about what happened. You are your own weather.

She dreamed of bells that were lungs.

Morning came bright and mean, the way coastal mornings sometimes are, all glare and gulls and the low scold of wind. Mom had found the screws; the table stood wobbly-proud in the kitchen. June had left a note—Back for supper; the chowder at Nell’s will forgive most sins—and a bag with a half-dozen cork-topped vials of salt. “For your pockets,” the note said. “And for friends.” A postscript: “History club meets at the library at four. Ezra can show you the archive. He likes facts the way cats like sun.”

At school, Ravenswood High had the shape of a place that had grown like a mollusk—additions accreted by need, hallways that matched for a second and then didn’t. Teachers’ names were a map she would have to draw herself. She ate lunch outside with the wind plucking at her sandwich and watched cormorants dive and surface like punctuation marks.

She saw Rowan first, hauling a gym bag that practically squeaked “chlorine.” He lifted his chin at her in hello. Priya appeared moments later, talking even as she walked, narrating ideas into her phone like a letter to herself. She stopped when she saw Mara.

“You look like you sleep with one ear open,” Priya said. “That means you’re either smart or the house is chatty.”

Mara hesitated. “Did you—do you hear things? At night?”

“In Ravenswood?” Priya said. “Honey, everyone hears things. We just don’t always admit to which ones.”

“Want the benign answer?” Rowan said. “It’s the wind. Want the true answer?” He tilted his head toward the hill where the black bulk of the foundry had become visible over the science building. “Sometimes it’s the foundry remembering its work.”

“Don’t start her with the foundry,” Priya said, rolling her eyes. “Start her with the library. Ezra’s leading the archive appointment this afternoon. After last bell.”

“Last bell?” Mara repeated, and all three of them smirked slightly like they were in on a joke the town took very seriously.

After school, the Ravenswood Public Library turned out to be a stone building that looked like it had been shipped from a storybook and set down with a soft thud. Inside, a boy with neatly combed hair, a sweater vest like it was 1953 somewhere, and hands permanently dusted with charcoal smudges looked up from a pile of binders. He wore thin silver-framed glasses and a concentration that could cut rope.

“Ezra Albright,” Priya said. “Mara Finch. New to town, newly skeptical, questionably impressed by our habits.”

Ezra’s face lit up with unembarrassed interest. “Finch as in the Hollis house? Welcome.” He pushed a binder toward her like a tray of cookies. “We’re cataloging the Blackthorn Foundry papers. The town sealed most of it after the Panic. But you didn’t hear that from me; you heard it from public record.” He tapped a page. “Look.”

The photograph had the gray-brown mood of old exposure. Men stood in their Sunday clothes in front of the foundry gates, faces level and serious. Behind them, the gate itself, iron bars
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