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Chapter 1

	The morning after the storm, Eleanor Vance woke to the sound of dripping water — slow, deliberate, as if the house itself was timing her grief. She’d grown used to the silence since Henry died six months ago, but the rain always seemed to fill it again, seeping into the corners of the old house on Ashcombe Hill.

	She didn’t move for a long while, just stared at the ceiling. The faint cracks formed a pattern she could almost recognize — like veins, or perhaps rivers leading nowhere. Henry used to say the house had a pulse. He was a cartographer, obsessed with maps, with the way a single line could lead you home or into ruin. Eleanor had never cared much for his work until the day the police knocked on her door and told her he’d been found in his study, dead of an apparent heart attack.

	Apparent. That word had lodged in her mind ever since.

	By midmorning, she was in the study — the one room she hadn’t touched since the funeral. Dust lay thick on Henry’s desk, his tools left mid-motion: a compass, an unfinished sketch of the countryside, and the brass lamp that flickered like a weak memory. The smell of old paper still clung to the air, and for the first time, Eleanor noticed something odd.

	A faint draft, whispering from the floorboards beneath the desk.

	She crouched, pushing the chair aside. The board at her feet had shifted slightly during the storm, leaving a thin gap. With a knife from the drawer, she pried it open — the wood groaned in protest — and there it was: a sealed envelope, yellowed and wax-stamped with Henry’s initials.

	Her hands trembled. The wax cracked under her thumb.

	Inside was a single sheet, folded twice, with Henry’s precise handwriting:

	“If you’re reading this, Ellie, it means I was right. They’ve found me — or soon will. The map is not what it seems. Follow the red lines, not the rivers. You’ll know where to start. Trust no one.”
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