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In loving memory of my sister Kellie (1962 – 2012), whose favorite holiday was Halloween. 
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Inside the manila envelope stamped Hale & Brightman lay an iron key, heavier than it should have been, its cold bite sinking into Pia’s palm. A black ribbon looped through its ring, tied to parchment faintly scented of lavender and cedar. For one breathless moment she swore the weight wasn’t just metal: it pulsed, expectant, as if alive, as though meant to unlock more than a door. 

She unfolded the note. In elegant, looping ink, the words curved across the paper:
For the one The Victorian chooses.
The air in her apartment shifted the moment she read the line. The hum of the refrigerator dulled; the lamp beside her flickered once and dimmed. A creeping chill pressed against her arms, and misty fog—thick as smoke—slid out from the key and across the hardwood floor, curling around her ankles. 

Pickles lifted his head from the moving box, watching with the stillness of a sentry. His blue eyes caught the dim light and burned like lanterns. He leapt soundlessly onto the counter and sniffed the key, whiskers twitching. Then he looked up at her, his gaze sharp and knowing.

“You think you know something, don’t you?” Pia whispered.

Pickles blinked slowly, the way he always did when her world shifted. Caleb had once joked that the cat was a warlock.  Pia laughed then. Today, it made sense. 

The only thing left unpacked in her stripped-down apartment was a jack-o’-lantern on the counter, wearing a witch’s hat and a cartoonish grin lit by the lamp’s glow. It had been a joke decoration she hadn’t bothered to pack even though it was late October. Now it leered at her through the mist, ridiculous and unsettling all at once.

Her phone buzzed.

Caleb.

Her finger hovered over the phone. Once, she would have answered. Now, she held firm to her dignity and let the silence win. Strength tasted bitter, but weakness would’ve been worse. Her thumb itched toward the screen, betraying muscle memory, even as her heart begged her to let it ring. His name still had the power to twist her stomach, though she’d promised herself it wouldn’t. 

Pia let it ring until voicemail picked up. She didn’t listen. That life was finished. Los Angeles was finished. So was Caleb. She still wasn’t certain where she was headed. 

The phone buzzed again, this time with a number she didn’t recognize. She almost ignored it. Almost.

“Ms. Lane?” The voice was crisp, polite, carrying the steady cadence of a man who still preferred fountain pens to email. “Corbin Hale, Hale & Brightman, Attorneys. You should have received our packet?”

Pia stared at the key, the ribbon, the parchment. “If you mean the antique key that just turned my apartment into a fog-filled mausoleum, then yes. I’ve received it.”

A dry chuckle. “That would be the one. I’m calling to inform you that, per her will, you are the sole beneficiary of your great-aunt Eleanor Morwyn’s estate. Specifically, her residence in Witch Haven Bay. Locally known as The Victorian.”

“The Victorian,” Pia repeated. She’d heard the name whispered in her family before, always with a strange pause, as though it were a place half-remembered and half-feared.

“Yes,” Hale continued, paper rustling faintly on his end of the line. “There are stipulations. You must take possession before midnight on October thirty-first and remain the primary occupant for at least thirty consecutive days. And under no circumstances are the original mirrors or windows to be removed, covered, or sold during that time.”

Pia swallowed. “That’s... very specific.” Specific, she thought, the way curses are specific—binding, unavoidable, already in motion?

“Eleanor was very specific,” Hale said smoothly. “She also left funds in trust for restoration. Not for flipping, not for resale. Your aunt was adamant The Victorian be restored as an inn. Your great aunt’s friend, Rose Smythe, has already engaged a contractor to begin assessments. The estate account will provide for these expenses.”

“Wait.” Pia’s voice sharpened. “A contractor?”

“Yes. Benjamin Carr. He relocated from Los Angeles two years ago. Rose speaks highly of his work.”

The name hit like a stone to the chest. Pia gripped the edge of the counter. “Ben Carr? Caleb’s Ben Carr?”

Hale paused, perhaps sensing the change in her tone. “If by that you mean Caleb Wright, Ben Carr’s former business partner, then yes. The same.”

Pia pressed the phone harder to her ear, heart knocking hard. She remembered late nights in Los Angeles, Caleb dragging her to bars and parties, Ben always there in the background—steady, grounded, the one who fixed things while Caleb bragged and lied about them. Caleb’s best friend. The one Caleb swore would always have his back.

And now he was there. Waiting in Witch Haven Bay. Chosen by Rose to work on Eleanor Morwyn’s house.

“Ms. Lane?” Hale’s voice brought her back.

“I’ll be there tomorrow,” she said quickly, before she could change her mind.



Before daylight the following day, Los Angeles slipped away in her rearview mirror. Pia didn’t look back. She’d already told her landlord she was leaving, but now she had closed all her local accounts, cutting the last ties. This was no weekend escape; it was final.

Pickles rode silently in his carrier; blue eyes fixed on the road as though he knew where they were going.

The Pacific Coast Highway curled north like a ribbon, cliffs plunging to restless waves. The October sky pressed low, heavy with fog. Farm stands overflowed with gourds and candy apples, scarecrows leaned against fence posts, and jack-o’-lanterns, some eerie, some cartoon-cheerful, glowed on porches.

Her mind drifted to Caleb. The last Halloween they’d spent together, she’d begged him to carve pumpkins. He’d refused, calling it childish. Called her childish. They should have ended things then. 

Now she was driving toward a
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