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One


The storm came down like judgment. 
Wind clawed at the shutters and dragged its nails along the slate roof, worrying at the old house as if it meant to pry it loose from the cliff and hurl it into the sea. Rain battered the windows in sheets, not in drops—a gray, relentless haze that turned the glass into quivering mirrors. Every few breaths the night split open with white fire, and the room shuddered under the answering growl of thunder.
I had long since stopped flinching.
The lamp on my desk burned low, its wick turned down to a meager coal. I preferred it that way. The old oil left a bitter tang in the air when it smoked, and in the half-light the edges of the room blurred, softened, became easier to bear. The high ceiling retreated into shadow. The shelves bowed under the weight of forgotten books. The wallpaper, once a pale cream with delicate silver leaves, had darkened to the color of old teeth. This was a room made for ghosts and scholars and broken men.
Tonight, I was all three.
My fingers rested on the open journal before me, though I had not written a word in an hour. Ink had dried in the nib of my pen, leaving a thin black vein along the metal. A single sentence stared up from the page, stark and absurd in its simplicity:
I dreamed of her again.
I could not bring myself to cross it out, and I could not bring myself to continue it. Instead I sat still as a corpse, listening to the storm breathe and rage around the house, as if it, too, remembered.
The clock in the hall had stopped days ago. Time had a way of slowing in these rooms, stretching and thinning like old paper. Midnight had come and gone and come again so many times that the hour had lost meaning. There was only the dark, and the wind, and the dull ache behind my eyes that never entirely receded.
The chair creaked faintly when I shifted. It had been my father’s, and his father’s before him—a heavy wooden monstrosity with a high back and carved arms, uncomfortable in any position. It grounded me. Pain was still preferable to the emptiness that waited when numbness finally wore off.
On the desk, next to the journal, lay the remnants of my former life: a tarnished pocket watch, its chain broken; a pair of spectacles I no longer needed; a photograph in a cracked frame. The photograph was turned face down. I didn’t have to see it to know every detail.
Her eyes, caught mid-laugh. The tilt of her head. The faint blur where she had moved at the last second, as if even then she had been trying to slip free of the world’s grasp.
I moved the pen an inch closer to the edge of the desk. If it fell, the sound might jolt me into motion. Or it might not. There were days I felt more furniture than man.
The house settled with a deep, tired sigh. Somewhere in the back corridor a loose door rattled. The storm found every weakness—every gap in the window frames, every flaw in the old stone. Cold air snaked in under the sill and wrapped around my ankles.
“That door again,” I murmured, just to hear a voice. Mine sounded wrong: hoarse and unused, like a hinge in need of oil.
I used to speak all the time. Lectures, arguments, little domestic jokes flung back and forth over the breakfast table. My life had been full of words—lectures in crowded halls, pages of carefully reasoned articles, late-night debates held over coffee and candlelight.
Now the university had my resignation, my colleagues had my silence, and the house had me.
A gust of wind struck the window just then, hard enough to rattle the glass in its frame. The lamp flame trembled. Shadows scrambled up the walls and then slid back down into their accustomed places. For a heartbeat the room seemed to breathe with me, to inhale and exhale in time with my own lungs.
I told myself I was merely tired. Anyone might grow fanciful, locked away with their grief for as long as I had been.
And then I heard it.
At first it was only a suggestion of sound beneath the storm—a faint, brittle note like porcelain tapped with a spoon. I lifted my head, listening. The rain drummed on the roof. The wind whistled along the eaves. The sea crashed somewhere far below, unseen, its rhythm indifferent and eternal.
Tap.
This time it was clearer. A small, sharp knock, not on the door of my study but somewhere beyond, muffled by walls and distance. It could have been a loose shutter. A branch, flung by the wind. The old house was full of such noises, a collection of aches and groans and inexplicable sighs.
I held my breath.
Tap. Tap.
Three quick strokes, like a finger at glass.
I swallowed. My throat felt dry and gritty, as if I had been swallowing dust. I listened for footsteps, for voices, for any sign that another human being might be within calling distance.
Nothing. Only the storm, and the house, and the thin, insistent sound.
“You’re imagining it,” I told myself. “It’s the shutters. Or the chimney. Or…” I trailed off. I had lived here long enough to know the language of the house. This sound was new.
And then, in the quiet that came between thunder and rain, I heard something else: my own heart, thudding too fast in my chest.
I rose from the chair, a slow, reluctant movement that made my joints protest. One hand brushed the downturned photograph. My fingers paused there, resting lightly on the frame, the way they had once come to rest on the curve of a cheek.
If she had been here, she would have laughed at me. She had never feared storms. On nights like this she would stand at the window, palms pressed to the glass, watching the lightning rake the sky. “It makes the world honest,” she used to say. “No secrets when it’s this bright.”
I had secrets enough now for a hundred storms.
Tap.
It came again, sharper this time. Closer? It seemed to vibrate in the floorboards, to creep along the walls until the entire room became one large, listening ear.
A rational man would have gone at once to investigate. A rational man would have lit another lamp, checked the locks, called out into the hallway to soothe himself with the sound of his own voice.
I stood there, hand on the photograph, and did nothing.
Because for a single wild second, I had thought: It’s her.
The thought was ridiculous. Blasphemous, even. The grave does not return what it takes. I had watched the earth fall on her coffin until it disappeared. I had stood there long after the others left, until the caretaker coughed gently behind me and said they needed to finish. I had signed every paper, performed every ritual. I had done all the things the living do to pretend they understand death.
Still, the thought had come. It clung to the edges of my mind like cobweb.
What if—
I jerked my hand away from the photograph as if burned. The lamp guttered, and for a moment the room plunged into near-darkness. In that instant, with the lightning hidden and the wind inhaling deeply for its next assault on the house, I could feel it: the emptiness beside me, the cold hollow in the air where she used to be.
The bleakness that had settled in me over these past months tightened, a noose drawing slowly closed. It was not passion, not rage, not even fear—those required more feeling than I seemed to possess anymore. It was something heavier and more permanent, like the stone markers in the churchyard that leaned toward the sea and never moved.
Tap.
The sound broke the spell. I groped for the lamp’s knob and turned it up. The wick flared reluctantly, throwing a stronger pool of light across the desk. Shadows shrank back, sulking.
“It’s nothing,” I said aloud. “The house settling. A branch. The wind.”
But the words fell flat, and I did not believe them.
I took the lamp by its handle. The metal was warm against my palm, the heat almost startling. It was one of the few living sensations I had left. I raised it, casting a wandering glow over the books, the threadbare rug, the portrait of some ancestor whose name I could no longer recall.
At the study door I hesitated, my hand on the knob.
In that pause, the house seemed to listen with me. The storm went on with its blind labor outside, tearing at the cliff, lashing the sea into white fury. Within, dust drifted lazily in the lamplight. Somewhere far below, beneath stone and soil and sea and memory, something lay very still.
The tapping had stopped.
Relief should have followed. It did not. Instead, a thin disappointment slid through me, leaving a bitter taste on my tongue. Some part of me had wanted the sound to continue, to offer an excuse to leave the safety of my routines, to follow it into whatever lay beyond the circle of lamp light.
I almost turned back. I almost sank down into my father’s chair again, pulled the journal toward me, and forced myself to write something—anything—to prove I was not entirely consumed by silence.
Then, from the darkness of the corridor beyond the door, the sound came once more.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Not at the shutters. Not at the far windows. Right outside the study. Deliberate. Patient.
As if someone—or something—had grown tired of being ignored.
I drew a slow breath, feeling it scrape through my chest, and opened the door.
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Two


The corridor yawned before me like a throat. 
My lamp pushed out a small, trembling circle of light, and the darkness rushed in to swallow everything beyond it. The familiar hallway—narrow, wood-paneled, hung with portraits of the dead—had never looked so long. The storm’s roar was softer here, filtered by walls and distance, but it was still there: a continual low snarl behind the plaster, as if the sea itself had crept up under the foundations to listen.
Tap. Tap.
Closer now. Somewhere ahead, beyond the bend where the corridor hooked toward the front of the house.
“Just the wind,” I whispered, though my mouth had gone strangely dry. “Just the wind and a loose shutter. Or a branch. Or—”
The lamp’s glass chimney rattled as my hand shook. The flame shivered, then steadied, throwing nervous shadows across the walls. The old wallpaper—striped, faded, flecked with damp—seemed to ripple in the flickering light. The faces in the portraits regarded me with that particular disdain the dead reserve for the living who haven’t yet learned their place.
“You would be in bed by now,” I muttered to them. “You’d let the storm knock the house down around you before you stirred.”
But I was not my ancestors, and the tapping would not be ignored.
I moved forward, each step a small act of will. The floorboards creaked under my weight, protesting the disturbance. I could feel the cold seeping up through the gaps—an icy exhalation from the bones of the house. The air smelled of dust and old varnish, with a faint undercurrent of something damp and sour creeping in from the outer walls.
At the first portrait I passed—my grandfather, stiff in his black coat—I hesitated. It was a foolish impulse, but I turned the lamp toward his painted face, searching for reassurance where there was none. The oil had cracked along his jaw, thin fissures like the lines in a dried riverbed. His eyes, once merely stern, now glinted in the lamplight with something close to accusation.
“I know,” I told him quietly. “I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be anywhere.”
The tapping answered for him.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
More insistent. Impatient. It echoed faintly through the boards and along the walls, not loud but precise, like the clicking of a fingernail on glass. It came from the direction of the front door.
A traveler, then.
The thought arrived like a lifeline thrown to a drowning man. A traveler, caught in the storm, seeking shelter. The cliff road was treacherous in good weather; in this, it was nearly suicide. Carriages overturned, horses spooked, wheels slid on wet stone. I had seen enough accidents in the village in my younger days to know how quickly a journey could become a funeral.
Of course it was a traveler. Of course.
Not her.
I clung to that explanation the way a man clings to a scrap of wood in
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