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Introduction

by Courtney Umphress, Editor




Gothic fiction evokes a mood no other literary genre can accomplish. Its shadowy, foreboding worlds cultivate a sense of unease and tension while drawing readers in with an irresistible blend of mystery and intrigue. The authors in this anthology draw from that tradition, tapping into our fascination with the darker facets of life. The characters within invite you into gothic worlds that will play with your emotions and challenge your perception of reality.


Merging the gothic aesthetic with the thriller, fantasy, and horror genres, this collection takes you to different but equally chilling locations, from seaside manors to grand homes to even isolated neighborhoods. You’ll wander through graveyards and explore houses that seem to watch your every move. You’ll hear the faint ringing of a bell you can’t see and feel the oppressive heat of a land you just want to escape. You’ll travel through past lives and try to solve long-forgotten murders. You’ll question why people are suddenly dying with their chests sunken in and why all the creatures in a nearby swamp are horrifically disfigured. Most importantly, you’ll do this all knowing that everything is not as it seems.


Though these stories incorporate the classic elements of gothic literature, what distinguishes them is a narrator who might lead you astray. Maybe you’re being deliberately deceived, or perhaps a person cannot truly know everything about themselves and the world they live in. Regardless of what the narrator wants you to believe, some things can’t be denied: The mind can be deceptive, revenge is a powerful motivator, and family secrets can’t always stay buried.

As you read this collection, we hope your journey into the dark and dreary world of gothic fiction leaves a lasting impression.


Short Story Summaries
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The Owl and the Shrew

by Sarah Bjork

Bellamare Hollow holds salt in its bones and secrets in its walls. Grief calls Nell back—but memory may not be the only thing that haunts her.




The Stroke of a Pen

by Roxanne Werner

A London clerk dismisses his misgivings about a profitable job crafting invitations for an eccentric client until a familiar name appears on the guest list.




Wretched Children

by L.M. Copeland

A storm is brewing at the Chérie Parish Girls' House. When the residents are trapped by a flood, they learn there's more to fear than the malformed creatures creeping up from the Chérie River's depths.




The Widow of Winthrop House

by Sarah Kennedy Keys

When unexpected company arrives, the widow of Winthrop House meets an adversary who tests her loyalty to her family and her home. Will secrets be unearthed at last, or will they be preserved through any means possible?




Sleep Sound and Wake Nane

by Rosie Beech

When Louise, a forensic pathologist, realizes the same dead body keeps reappearing in her morgue, she starts to question if she’s losing her mind or if something more sinister is taking place. She is driven to desperate measures in her search for the truth.




The Birthday Party

by Elizabeth Torres

In Victorian London, a woman settles into a new home with her family, looking for a fresh start. But when she starts planning her young son’s birthday party, strange events occur, and she finds that the past will not be so easily buried.




Marin

by Katherine Rea

A journalist visits a tech mogul's oceanfront mansion under the guise of interviewing him while secretly investigating his sister Marin's disappearance. Her exploration of the property, and all she finds along the way, leaves her questioning whether Marin’s death was a tragic accident, or a murder.




Ultraviolet Night

By Jesse Ramon Ferreras

A vampire stalks the streets and towers of a coastal city to confront a supernatural presence even more dangerous than he is.




The Woman in the Window

by Edmund McKenzie

A young man catches sight of a beautiful young woman watching him from a cottage by the woods. Convinced the woman wishes to meet with him, he enters, only to be haunted by the mistakes of his past.




Manor of Memories

by Elizabeth Faye Moxen

Amidst a storm, a group guarding a princess on an escort mission finds haven in a mysterious manor blessed by the Goddess of Night. Before they’re allowed to rest, they must face the trials of their memories that shed light on each of their traumas.




The Lady of the House

by Constance Renfrow

A young trophy wife begins hearing voices in the attic that no one else hears. Whatever else the world thinks—that she’s a rich man’s pretty and brainless plaything—she’s determined to prove that at least she isn’t mad. 




A Killer Dream

by yesenia monique

Rylee, a clairvoyant, is realizing that dancing between the worlds of the living and the dead can draw in unwelcome spirits. And some of them leave horrifying consequences in their wake.




Everyone's Polite, But No One Is Nice

by Derek Moreland

Stan Higgins returns to his hometown for his younger brother's funeral. But small towns have an infernal gravity all their own: easy to fall into, and hard to escape.




The Hollowing

by Grace Silva-Ortiz

Tess turns to past life regression in search of peace, but instead awakens a haunting truth buried beneath centuries of longing and betrayal. As the veil between lives thins, she discovers some souls are never laid to rest—they wait in the shadows to return.




Of Sound Mind

by Caroline Baccene

Haunted by his traumatic childhood, a young man relocates from his family home in hopes of finding peace. However, the first night in his new house reveals that starting over will be difficult—especially since the monsters from his past have followed him.




Remember Us

by Meranda Tuttle

During the day, a lonely author watches as a family’s vacation at her old house—with its looming belfry—begins to unravel. At night, she frantically writes stories to keep the spirits haunting her at bay.




Duskwood Hollow

by Cora Laine

When Hadley and her husband move into her family’s crumbling estate on Duskwood Hollow Lane, the promise of a new beginning is quickly overshadowed by eerie disturbances and buried secrets. As history resurfaces, Hadley must decide how far she's willing to go to protect what's hers—to protect the legacy of the woman who taught her everything.


The Owl and the Shrew

by Sarah Bjork

______________

The Owl was clever; the Shrew was spry.

One watched the ground; one watched the sky.

The Owl sat on crooked eaves.

She watched the wind and churning seas.

The Shrew was curious, quick, and bright.

She whispered truths and stirred the night.

They sang with the birds and danced in the trees.

Felt at peace in the sighing breeze.

No tale is whole with just one view.

This story belongs to Owl and Shrew.

______________




Part One: The Hollow

The windows of Bellamare Hollow still watched like frowning eyes. That was what Margot used to say when they were little, convinced the great manor by the sea was alive. Breathing, watching. Knowing their secrets, their dreams.

Now, even as an adult, Nell Lancaster felt the same breathless prickling as she followed the cracked steps toward the weatherworn stone facade. It felt anything but enchanting to Nell. Not now, not ever. It stood as it always had, a postcard of the past.

Too big to feel cozy.

Too cold to feel warm.

Tendrils of ivy clung to the portico, coiled around the columns like leafy snakes. The brisk sea breeze curled through the trees, briny and sharp, carrying the scent of damp stone and salt. Goosebumps climbed up her arms, and she pulled her sweater tighter around her shoulders, trying to find warmth within its thin fabric.

Nell tried to think of why she’d let so much time pass between her and this grand house. It all seemed so illogical now. And as she stood beneath it, the weight of those lost years felt profound. Her regret, unendurable. Tess Lancaster—her grandmother, her compass, the woman who had raised her and Margot after the accident—was gone. And now, the house waited in silence, holding in all the words that would go unspoken.

Nell shook off the tightness clenching her limbs, drank in a deep breath, and grasped the doorknob. The ornately carved door groaned as she pushed it open, its hinges tinged with coarse sea rust. As the door latched into place behind her, the present seemed to melt away. Inside was still and strange, almost expectant, like stepping between pages of an old story where she was the main character, and she’d only just arrived.


The house was frightfully cold and teeming with dust and cobwebs. It felt familiar, like home, but also different somehow. Lonelier. Vacant of life, like an empty seashell after the tide had gone out. It reminded her of Jane Eyre, her favorite novel, when Jane described Thornfield Hall as “a shell, a tomb, a sepulcher.” 


Had Bellamare Hollow suffered the same fate?

Nell’s boots clapped against the weathered wooden floorboards of the foyer, echoing against the vaulted ceiling and down the hollow corridors. A crack of amber sunlight stretched through the windows, illuminating the floating dust motes like tiny fireflies and painting the mahogany staircase in a blood-warm bronze.

The parlor lay dimly on her left, with two slouching armchairs in front of the cold, stone hearth. Across the hall, through a stone archway, her grandmother’s study waited in stillness, suspended in time. A tower of loose papers leaned precariously on the edge of the writing desk as though the woman who once sat there might return at any moment.


Above the desk hung a framed cover of The Owl and the Shrew. It was faded now, the colors dulled by time. Her grandmother’s first poetry book for children, written for and inspired by Nell and Margot. It marked the beginning of her grandmother’s long career as a children’s author, the thing that introduced her words to the world.


But she had always belonged to her granddaughters first.

Nell caressed the dust-covered glass, her lips curving into a soft, faraway smile. She could still see her so vividly—her grandmother, in a thick cardigan no matter what time of year it was, hair pinned back neatly, wearing a tint of rose lipstick and watching from the shadows of the veranda as Nell and Margot played beneath the crooked trees. She’d sit quietly, sipping tea and absorbing the nuances of their personalities, capturing their spirits and stitching them into stories, the words strange, lyrical, breathing with their essence.

Nell wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed her eyes shut. She missed her so much that it nearly knocked the breath out of her.

“Her pride and joy,” a voice murmured behind her, soft and close. “After us, of course.”


Nell spun, her breath hitching. But even before her vision adjusted, she knew. Margot. A laugh escaped her as relief swelled. She wrapped her arms around her sister. Margot’s sea-green eyes still gleamed with the buoyant glow of a dreamer, her caramel hair with fringed bangs tied back in the same messy bun she’d worn through her late teens and early twenties.


“I haven’t even taken my shoes off and I’m already halfway to cardiac arrest,” Nell said with a laugh, the tension easing from her shoulders. “You and your dramatic entrances.”


“Didn’t mean to scare you . . . or did I?” Margot grinned. Her voice was still airy, delicate as lace. “I’m glad you’re here, Nell. I missed you.”


“Me too,” Nell said, her smile faltering. “I’m sorry I didn’t make it sooner.” The words stung, and a tight ache throbbed in the void in her chest meticulously carved away by guilt and regret.

“You’re here now, and that matters,” Margot said, looping her arm through Nell’s. “Now let’s get you settled in.”

With flutes of Prosecco in hand, the sisters lingered in the kitchen, stories spilling out like music, the years between them slipping quietly away. Eventually, Margot disappeared into her room—a ground-floor suite tucked in the back corner of Bellamare, where the ancient forest met the sea. It sat at the cusp of both worlds, nestled in the very heart of the Hollow.

Nell’s childhood room was far more solitary, more suited to her need for quiet. Perched high above the manor in the old tower, it rose above the cliffs and sea, where the ocean swelled below and the sky stretched endlessly above. The horizon, just the tip of her thoughts, her wonderings. She felt at peace there, more so than anywhere else on the grounds.

As she ascended the grand staircase, her fingertips traced the banister’s curve—smoothed by generations of hands that came before. The sensation of it was carved into the folds of her memory. The wood creaked beneath her boots in all the familiar places. For a moment, she felt like a child again.

Then, a draft floated past her, as if someone had just passed by. Nell’s brows furrowed as the chill crept across her skin. The house had always been drafty. She wrapped her sweater more snugly around her shoulders and pressed on.

The third floor had a single long hallway with narrow corridors branching like veins. She turned right, then left—the path, second nature. She finally reached the archway to the stairwell that spiraled loosely up to her old tower room. A strange sensation lingered there, something hollow and somber, and she felt her throat tighten.

Then, somewhere beyond the roofline of the manor, the sun slipped behind a mass of gray clouds, casting the hall and stairwell in a shroud of gloom. A gloom deeper and darker than she remembered. The air shifted, followed by a feeling in the pit of her stomach, like an elevator dropping. Her mouth went dry, and a thrum of adrenaline pulsed through her nerves. A feeling of wrongness. An unmistakable urge to scream, to run.

Nell bristled. It was one thing to be tired, but something else entirely to feel this silly about a shadowy stairwell. She swallowed down the inexplicable feelings like a rigid pill. This had been her sanctuary. Her perch. Her corner of the sky. So, she straightened her spine and traversed the curl of the stairs up to her room.

At the top, the tower door hung slightly ajar, spilling a band of dim, gray light across the landing. She took a step forward—

And the door slammed shut, hard and fast, right in her face.


Part Two: Whispers in the Gloom


Nell froze, her breath quaking against the thick, wooden door that stood mere centimeters from her face. The echo of the impact rang down the stairwell and reverberated through her bones. She blinked hard, swallowed, and then mentally filed the nearly nose-breaking door slam into a neat little box labeled: Drafts . . . Probably.


She rolled her shoulders back, stretched her neck to the right and left, and then turned the doorknob. The tower room was exactly as she remembered—remnants of her younger self, fully preserved and intact. Gray light filtered through the salt-fogged windowpanes. The air smelled faintly of old books, dust, something musty and unpleasant, and a faint hint of something herbal and spicy, like rosemary or cinnamon.

To the right, the armoire loomed, quiet and tall. It held the clothes of her youth, timeless and understated. On the left, her four-poster bed stood draped in pale linens. She had always preferred neutral tones over color. The cheerful chaos was too loud, too boisterous. She preferred the ones that whispered—dusty grays, sea-worn whites, and blacks deep enough to drown in.

The velvet cushions of the window bench in the alcove were still curled in their corner, worn soft by quiet moments of serenity and reflection. Nell’s Corner, her grandmother used to call it. A place where she’d spent hours curled with a book or sketchpad, drawing the sea, the cliffs, and the ever-shifting horizon through the tall, three-paneled windows.

As she regarded the space that had once meant so much to her, something stood out that didn’t belong. A glint of pink and gold on the windowsill. Still half-filled with tea.

Her grandmother’s porcelain teacup.

Nell frowned. It was an odd thing to be sitting so casually in her room.

She reached for the cup and lifted it gently. Still warm. A faint mark of lipstick curved along the rim—the same soft rose color her grandmother used to wear.

The hair on the nape of Nell’s neck prickled. Her eyes flashed back to the ledge where it had rested. Perhaps she’d missed something. Something that might explain its presence there.

Because it certainly wasn’t her dead grandmother leaving her things about.

A layer of dust coated everything around where the cup sat. Everything except the circle it left behind. A perfect little hollow, a shape so impossibly precise it felt like a lie.

Grief rose in her throat, heavy and unmoving. Her grandmother’s presence would haunt her; she knew that much. But not in the way of dark shadows and cold drafts. No, it would live in the mundane: in every piece of unopened mail, every folded cardigan, every carefully placed teacup.

These were the ghosts that lingered.

She lifted her chin and pressed her mouth into something straighter. This was something Margot had left. That was all. It was the only possible explanation. She turned toward the door, the teacup cradled carefully in her hands.

Then she heard it.

Not so much a sound as a sensation, like breath brushing against the inside of her ear, cold and fragile. A voice, or perhaps two, murmuring somewhere unseen. Words she couldn’t quite reach, as if spoken into water. Or time.

She went still, scarcely breathing. For a moment, the only sensation that existed inside her was fear. Stiff and irrational, it swelled inside her like something poisonous and festering.

The house was empty. She was certain of that. And yet, from just beyond the silence, a whisper rose, hushed and breath-thin:

“Are you here?”

The cup quivered in Nell’s hand, the porcelain chiming like pebbles skittering across a frozen pond. The voice was familiar in a strange sort of way, like something that existed on the periphery of memory. Something too close to be imagined, yet too distant to be tangible.

She turned her head slowly, her gaze landing on the tall windows in the alcove. Its panes, blurred with sea mist, glistened. Then, something moved in the glass. A flash of shadow, the suggestion of an outline moving past the edge of vision.

A reflection of someone moving right behind where she stood.

A flutter of panic stirred beneath her ribs. She spun, heart hammering, scanning the space where the presence would have been.

It was empty.

“Margot?” she called, her voice faltering against the sinking feeling that Margot was not the presence she felt.

Silence surrounded her.

Not silence in the way of absence, but the pinprick stillness of something waiting.


Nell retreated slowly back down the stairs, each step stiff with unease, her mind struggling to rationalize what she’d heard. Seen. Felt.


Her boots landed on the crimson rug of the third floor, and a shaky exhale escaped her lips. But the moment brought no reprieve. Whispered hums slipped through the hallway from behind her, ahead of her, all around her.

Her entire body stilled.

Then, in the mirrors lining the wall, something flitted across the glass: a shadow, a smear of gloom floating from frame to frame, vanishing at the bend in the hall.

Nell hesitated, barely a breath of thought. She should have turned away. Told herself it was a trick of the light. But this felt different—important, somehow, like a thread tugging tight beneath her skin. She set the teacup on a side table and hurried after the shadow into the dusky corridor.

She turned, then turned again, finding herself deeper in the unused wings of the manor. The air grew stiller, the forgotten halls narrowing like a funnel. Still, something thrummed inside her, a frantic compulsion pressing her forward.

A wisp of darkness danced across the lone mirror at the end of the last corridor, then vanished to the right. When she reached the corner, Nell stopped cold. There was no hallway—just a wall. A wall hung with a large, framed painting.

The Owl and Shrew.

She didn’t remember this one. It was different. Pale, almost sickly, as if the colors had been drained away. On one side, the Owl perched on a spindly branch, eyes fixed on the viewer, its inky feathers dissolving into the bruised gray sky. Opposite, the Shrew stood frozen, mid-step, at the edge of a stone bridge, its center collapsed into a chasm of fog and emptiness. Behind them, the woods split—one side sharp and jagged, the other softened by haze. The only color that bloomed from the canvas was the white petals of hemlock curling along the bottom edge.

There was something forlorn in the Owl’s expression, while the Shrew looked urgent—desperate.

A chill tingled against her neck. She paused, brow furrowed, her lip pulled tight between her teeth.


No, that wasn’t right. The chill wasn’t high.


It curled around her ankles, a whisper of air too cold for a sealed corridor.

She crouched low and drew in a sharp breath.

An edge. A nearly imperceptible sliver of space traced up the wall, across, and back down again. A rectangle, hidden behind the painting.

The air inside her lungs vanished.

A door.


Part Three: Light and Gray

Nell’s thoughts raced as she eased the painting from its mount and propped it gently against the wall. Behind it was a narrow latch, flush with the woodwork, almost invisible. She stared at it for a moment, then pressed it, barely aware she’d been holding her breath.

The door clicked open with a sound that felt strangely intimate. Dim light spilled into the room. Some part of her recognized the space before her mind could pull its name from the clutches of her memory.

The air felt different. Dense and hopeless.

Like grief.

In the room’s center was an old hospital bed, its middle sunken from years of use. Dust coated the table and IV pole beside it. Wan, silvery light stole through the velvet curtains in waves, brushing the windows that watched the sea beyond. The scent in the room was faint but jarring—old lavender, antiseptic, something sour beneath it.

Photographs lined the shelves and walls. Her mother, mid-laugh, eyes vibrant. Her father, arm draped around her grandmother and mother, in the garden. Young Margot and Nell in matching sweaters, their hair pulled back into pigtails, their mother in a flowy spring dress between them. In another, their grandmother cradling their mother as a child, wrapped in smiles and summer sun.


Every wall held a piece of her. A swell of sorrow rose through her, leaving her knees hollow and unsteady. This was her mother’s room. The place where she had lived—if you could call it that—after the accident.


Something inside Nell buckled. There were parts of her past she couldn’t quite grasp, stretches of time blurred like a photograph left out in the rain.

But maybe that was what grief did. It turned solid things into smoke.

And now, the memories came rushing in, sudden and unrelenting.

The fall.

The coma.

The grief that followed, seeping not just into her blood, but into the bones of the house itself. It lived here. Breathed here.

It never left.

Nell traced her fingers across the antique armchair that sat next to the bed. She could see herself, smaller then, sitting in that chair with a crayon-smudged drawing or a well-loved picture book in hand. Reading to the still form beneath the blankets. Hoping her voice could reach somewhere deep inside.

Her grandmother had always said that even though her mother could no longer speak or move, her heart still heard them. That she still loved them, in the only way she could. That stories and dreams could still find her, even in the dark.

Hot tears pricked behind Nell’s eyes as guilt tore through her. How could she have buried this room so deeply?


She sat heavily on the bed and let the grief spill free. When the storm inside her ebbed, she wiped her cheeks with her palms and forced herself to stand. She’d let herself have this release, but it was time to get back to reality. Margot was going to send a search party if she didn’t reappear soon.


Nell turned back toward the door, then stopped, her body going rigid, the air around her suddenly too thick, too still.

The feeling rose in her throat, ghostly and dry, like ash. But this wasn’t grief. This was something else. Something nearer. Watching.

Her gaze drifted toward the mirror opposite the bed. She gasped.

Her grandmother’s face stared back at her, sunken and pale, dull eyes boring into hers with a ferocity as sharp as ice.

She staggered back, heart hammering, stumbling into the chair. She hit the floor hard, elbows jarring, head spinning with sudden vertigo.

What the hell?

Nell rubbed her elbows, scowling hard enough it hurt. But the shock wore thin, and her gaze snapped back toward the mirror, to the eyes that had held hers, steady and unblinking.

It was empty.

A clammy chill gripped Nell’s body, and she trembled. Her grandmother had been there—but she hadn’t. Her face tangible, yet a terrible delusion.


Nell swallowed against the lump rising in her throat. I’m turning into Poe, she thought. First, the whispers. Now, visions.


Before long, she’d be raving in verses of madness.

Pulling herself up from the floor, Nell reached instinctively for the side table—and halted. Something jutted from the half-open drawer, barely visible. She frowned. She was sure the drawer hadn’t been open moments before.

Carefully, she drew out a few brittle sheets yellowed with age. “Light and Gray,” the title read, the words penned in a wavering hand.

Nell stared at the pages for a long moment, the paper tingling against her palm like a secret aching to be told. She began to read.

“Light and Gray”

The Owl observes through fractured glass.


The Shrew still knows what came to pass.
 



Nell’s mouth dried. Owl and Shrew? Was it possible that her grandmother had drafted another poem? She read on.


The mirror knows, the window shows,

But neither tells the truth it owes.

The hair rose across the back of her neck. This poem was strange, unlike any of the poems she’d written before.

Still, it felt familiar somehow.

A whisper stirs the dust and gloom.

A secret in a forgotten room.

Nell blinked, realization crashing through her like a bolt of lightning.

This wasn’t a poem about their beloved characters or the past.


It was breathing. It was now.


The blurred shadows in the mirror. The whispered voices. The hidden door.

And now—this poem.

A line from Poe drifted up unbidden through the haze of her thoughts.

“The house and the domain of the family had, at length, found a voice.”

Perhaps Bellamare Hollow had found its voice, too.


Part Four: The Disturbed Night

Nell folded the pages carefully and slid them into her pocket. She descended the stairs in a daze, caught somewhere between reason and the swell of something stranger. What she needed in this moment, more than anything, was normalcy.

What she needed was Margot.

Nell wound her way through the ground-level corridors, cold air biting at her skin. At Margot’s door, she knocked once, then twice, and eased it open. Her room was empty, but strangely, it looked almost untouched.

If Margot hadn’t returned there to settle in, where had she gone?

A soft humming drifted down from the kitchen. With it, the sweet scent of chamomile.

Nell followed the sound to find Margot perched on a barstool, paper and pencil in hand, softly singing their grandmother’s favorite song, “Yesterday” by the Beatles. Nell smiled, stiffer than she’d intended, and quietly joined in, the gentle melody drawing her back toward solid ground. As the last notes faded, Margot rested her head lightly on Nell’s shoulder.

“There’s so much to be done,” Margot said, tapping her pencil against the paper. “It’s a little overwhelming.” She flipped the paper around, which appeared to be more doodle than to-do list. “The angst, it really pulls you under when you least expect it.”


And flat-out dread, Nell thought to herself.


She wanted to ask Margot if she’d experienced anything strange since arriving back at the house, too. But as the question formed on her lips, her mouth snapped shut.

She could almost hear Margot’s voice in her head:

Please don’t lose your grip on reality right now, Nell.

Do I need to worry about you throwing yourself off the cliff, too, Nell?

The thought pulled her under, steady and soundless as an anchor drifting through the depths of the sea.

No. She wasn’t like their father—consumed by grief, blaming himself for their mother’s fall, moving through life with all the vibrance of a sunken stone. Until one crisp autumn day, he stepped off the cliff and left them orphaned.

No.


She was not broken.


“Are you hungry?” Margot’s voice cut through her reverie. “I left some chicken soup in the fridge.”

Nell managed a small smile and shook her head. Her eyes crinkled as a memory formed. “You remember Mom’s Special Soup?” she said, chuckling.             


Margot snorted. “Oh my gosh! I haven’t thought of that in years!” She hopped off the stool and poured another mug of tea, yawning. “You’d read in one of your books that this soup had healing properties, so we made a gigantic pot and then spilled half of it all over her room. The nurse was furious!”



Nell laughed. “And Grandma still didn’t kill us for it. She loved that we were always trying to save Mom.” But as the laughter faded, Nell’s stomach tightened, and she suddenly felt pale. Almost as if the void in her chest had stretched, contorted.



​“Keeping Mom safe was always our most important job. Grandma let us feel like little nurses. How proud we were.” Margot’s eyes softened, and she placed her hand atop Nell’s. “I still am, you know, Nell. It hasn’t been easy for either of us. Yet here we are, together, getting through this life. There’s nothing we can’t do when we’re together.”


Margot pulled Nell into a warm, familiar hug—one that held years of sisterly love, shared grief, and burdens.

Yet why did guilt coil so sharply in Nell’s chest?

She slipped free, smoothed her sweater, and poured a mug of tea for herself. Maybe tea would help her sleep. Maybe it would help dull her racing thoughts.

“I’m glad to be here, too, Margot. But I—” Nell’s voice cracked.

She turned to continue, and . . .

Margot was gone.

She stood, stupefied. Perhaps Margot’s hug had been to say goodnight?

Nell finished her tea and set the mug in the empty sink. She didn’t see Margot’s cup. Her sister must’ve taken it with her.

Nell climbed the stairs to her room, each step echoing as though the house itself was watching. The landing felt off—tilted, uncanny.

Distorted.

Sleep came at last, but with it a nightmarish parade of images and sounds intent on unmooring her mind. A beeping so shrill it felt like daggers in her skull. White flowers—luminous, beautiful, and horribly out of place. Fractured voices locked in a furious, broken argument. A dark staircase, with a single, red petal on a cracked step. A teacup tumbling from trembling fingers. A single, bloodcurdling scream. Fists rapping heavily against a door.

Nell snapped awake.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

“Nell!” Margot’s voice thundered from the other side. “Open the door—right now!”

Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

She rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The dark room felt cavernous and cold, the mist of each breath floating from her lips.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

“Nell!” Margot shrieked, panic and anger lacing every syllable.

A jolt of fear shot through Nell’s chest. She swung her legs out of bed, perched on the edge for a moment, heart racing.

She crossed to the door, hand trembling as she gripped the handle and yanked it open.

No one was there.


Part Five: A Petal Red

Murky morning light seeped into the bedroom. Nell felt miserable, depleted—bordering on unhinged. Stress did that, right? Brighter light did nothing to warm the room; if anything, the walls seemed to crawl closer, tightening around her like a clenching hand.

She threw on the warmest sweater she could find—simple, white cashmere—and wandered downstairs into the kitchen. The coffee machine gurgled, but Margot was nowhere to be found.

Nell poured herself a mug of coffee and drifted into her grandmother’s study. She settled into the burgundy herringbone-wool chair and rested her feet on the matching ottoman. From her pocket, she withdrew the folded pages of “Light and Gray.” She didn’t know what truths she sought, only that something vital was hidden in its lines. So, she read on.

A banging that disturbed the night,

Strife about what’s wrong and right.


Nell, again, found herself rooted in place. Banging. But hadn’t that just been a dream?


The Shrew ran fast; the Owl stood tall.

But neither saw the coming fall.


A fall? Her mind leapt to her mother’s accident on the stairs so many years ago. But no, that didn’t fit. This was now. Unless . . .


Nell sprang up from the chair and darted for the staircase. “Margot? Margot, where are you?” Urgency tore through her as she swept through rooms, peered down corridors, and checked the balconies overlooking the cliff. No sign of her sister, and Nell didn’t know whether to feel relieved or terrified.

The last place she thought to check was their mother’s room. No obvious precipice inside, yet something tugged at her, coaxing her in that direction.

She stopped short at the heavy painting of the Owl and Shrew propped against the wall.


Had it changed?



No, it couldn’t have.


But she hadn’t remembered the tiny fleck of red on the shattered bridge—a lone flower petal staining the canvas.

Nell’s pulse thundered as she manipulated the latch and slipped into the room. A cutting, icy wind brushed through her hair and all around her. The curtains swirled as brisk sea air rushed through them. She hurried over to the windows and peeked her head out. Far below, waves battered the cliff side. There was no trace of Margot, though she wasn’t sure there would be if she’d fallen here.

She slammed the windows closed.


Nell sank into the armchair, bewildered. Exhausted. As far as she could tell, Margot hadn’t fallen. Why had she conjured such things in her head?



The poem.


She tugged it from her pocket and unfurled it. Read.

One drop of bloom, a petal red,


A stain upon the path she fled.
 


Her brow furrowed. The meaning escaped her, yet it struck a chord she couldn’t name.

Suddenly, the phonograph in the corner sputtered on. A cacophony of music, drippy and muddled, resounded against the four walls that surrounded her.

“The song is ended, but the melody lingers on.

You and the song are gone.

But the melody lingers on.”

All sensations but panic were eviscerated. A miasma of terror, grief, guilt, and absurdity began to swallow her whole.

She was mad. Utterly unraveling.

This was clear now.

Nell slowly approached the phonograph and turned off Ruth Etting’s dismal ditty. Silence flooded the room once more. Her muscles clenched; a clammy chill raced across her skin. Shaking, she did what any girl might do when she felt lost, scared, and alone.

She crawled into her mother’s bed.

The sheets were stiff and cool. She sank into the depression that had once held her mother, her cheek pressed into the pillow as though she could feel her mother’s heartbeat beneath it. Her heart ached; her eyes burned with exhaustion.

As sleep’s edge claimed her, faint voices drifted in from somewhere distant—familiar, distraught.

No. I can’t. I’m not ready yet.

This would be a huge mistake.

I need more time.

Nell’s mind swirled in a fog. She was there, but also not there. A whisper of existence hiding in the opacity of a dream.

Then one voice cut through the mist—warm, insistent, impossibly real.

It belonged to her mother.

Nell . . . it’s okay. It’s time.

A breathless pause. A tether, broken.

Then a long, shrill beep.

Nell jolted awake, gasping, fingers digging into the sheets. Her throat tightened as the truth coiled within her.

I killed our mother.


Part Six: The Echo


Darkness undulated around her as she crept up the staircase toward her tower room.
Or perhaps the darkness was her.


Her hand gripped the banister, its solid form a weak tether to reality. She barely noticed the landing falling into view—until something caught her eye.

A gleam of red.

Nell stopped mid-step, her fingers tightening around the banister. A flower petal?

No.

A single bead of red, deep and glistening, clinging to the wooden step ahead. Fresh. Viscous.

Nell stooped, struggling to pull air into her lungs. The space around her twisted and swirled, folding in and then out, like a living thing breathing in the dark.

The past came crashing back—violent, merciless, inevitable.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Margot’s fists pounding against her door. Her voice raw. Furious.

Betrayed.

Nell, open the door!

How could you?

Why didn’t you wait for me?

A blur of palpable fury and devastation.

Margot fleeing, her hand missing the banister . . .

A slip.

A scream—cut off, swallowed by silence.

The sickening, unforgettable thud at the bottom of the stairs.

Nell staggered back, her heart pounding so hard it seemed to drown out the entire house. “No,” she said, whispering against the silence. “No, no, no . . .”

But the blood was still there. A stain now, years in the making. A splotch of red, oddly reminiscent of a flower petal.

And she remembered it all.
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Nell sat on the stairs, her thumb sliding over the lone petal.

The choice had been hers. Not Margot’s. Not her grandmother’s. Hers alone.

She hadn’t meant to steal anything.

She just couldn’t bear to watch her mother suffer another day. She deserved peace, not a living tomb, not the slow, cruel suffocation of life. She deserved finality, a chance at whatever came next.

She had believed—God help her, she had believed—that it was an act of mercy.


She wanted this, Nell had told herself. Margot was too emotional to let go.


Someone needed to be strong.

But the truth was far harsher than the memories she’d buried. And when Margot found out, when she had pounded against Nell’s locked door, pleading, raging, it was too late.

Nell had stolen not just their mother’s last breath, but Margot’s chance to be there, to say goodbye, to make peace.

And Margot had fled.

And she had fallen.

Never to rise again.

And it was all because of her.
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“Margot? Are you here?” Nell’s voice called out, barely above a whisper.

She waited for a long while, suspended in silence and desolation, cursing the black wretchedness that was her soul. The wretchedness that had poisoned everything she loved, leaving her utterly and irrevocably alone.

The world fogged around her, stone and wood and salt and sky all blurring into one colorless haze.

Finality.

That was what she had wanted for her mother. It was what her father had so desperately sought. It had already claimed her grandmother—and taken Margot from her, too.

Perhaps it was time for her, as well.

Her grief wasn’t loud—it hummed, low and endless, beneath her skin.

She followed the stairs down, the air swollen with the weight of her guilt. In the kitchen, her hands moved without thought. Muscle memory. Or fate.

She pulled a dust-covered tin from the highest shelf of her grandmother’s apothecary cupboard. The label was faded, nearly unreadable.

Hemlock.

Hesitation stirred at the edges of her mind, but she pushed it away. There was no fixing what was already so very broken. She filled the kettle, lit the burner, and waited for the water to wail.

Outside, the sea sighed against the cliffs, a sound she had known and loved all her life.

When the tea was ready, she poured it into a delicate porcelain cup—her grandmother’s favorite. A fragile thing. Beautiful, even cracked. Stained.


She stared at the cup for several moments until a thought slipped in, quiet and insistent. Slowly, she reached into her pocket and drew out the brittle pages of “Light and Gray” and read.


One fought to live. One longed to stay.

The truth was lost in light and gray.

Nell pressed the paper against her chest, tears spilling down her cheeks.

Margot had loved too fiercely, hoped too blindly. She had placed her faith in Nell—when perhaps none had been owed.

One lives the past; one lives the pain—

Yet both are bound to what remains.

One is the echo, one is the scream,


One holds the truth; one holds the dream.
 


Nell’s fingers curled tighter around the porcelain, allowing herself to feel the pain she could no longer outrun. It was raw. Heavy. And hers to bear.

She had taken the vitality, the very light, from someone she loved so dearly—and left behind nothing more than an echo. The shadow of a scream.

Her hands trembling, she lifted the cup.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the empty kitchen. “I’m so, so sorry.”

And she drank.

The tea was bitter, sharp and wrong, but she welcomed it. She let it settle into her, seep into her blood, her bones, her very soul.             

As she set down the cup, the edges of the room started to sway. The world tilted as the house groaned—a low, mournful sound. And from somewhere, faint and urgent, a voice called through the fog. . . .

“Nell . . . please come back.”


Part Seven: The Scream

The room spun as Nell staggered to her feet. Voices murmured from somewhere unseen, threading through the walls, calling her name.

She stumbled through the foyer, the corridors stretching long and hollow, doorways bleeding into one another, swallowed by a salty, gray fog.

Somewhere ahead, a flicker of light. A wisp of music. A voice, familiar and warm, calling out to her.

She pressed forward, her steps slow and unsteady, the walls rippling at the edges of her vision. Each step was heavier, her feet drawn forward by a hypnotizing pull.

The door to her mother’s hospital room stood ajar, a strand of candlelight leaking into the dark hall. Inside, the air shimmered, thick with salt, smoke, and the weight of something ancient.

The phonograph spun in the corner, crackling softly—

“The song is ended . . . but the melody lingers on.”

Margot sat on one side of a table, her head bowed in a silent prayer, a circle of melted candles flickering around her.

Opposite her sat their grandmother, still and watchful, her hands curled around a photograph.

A deep, marrow-aching chill clenched her bones. The room breathed, inhaling her confusion and desperation. Exhaling her fear.

Margot lifted her head, her eyes locking on to Nell’s across the flickering candlelight. A threshold between worlds, opaline—close enough to touch.

Nell opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came. She followed Margot’s gaze as it dropped to the photo resting softly in her grandmother’s palm.

A young woman, maybe twenty-five, smiling gently, her dark hair wind-tossed, a book clutched under one arm.

It was her.

No.

It couldn’t be . . .

Nell’s gaze jerked back to them. Margot’s hair, streaked now with gray, glowed in the candlelight. Her grandmother’s face was thinner than she remembered, lined and hollowed by the seasons Nell had not been there to share.


Time had passed. Too much time.


Her breath hitched. How could she have missed it? How could she have been gone for so long?

And then—

The memories tore through her, sharp and sudden, the truth snapping into place.

The hemlock-laced teacup falling from her grasp . . .

Her body wilting beside Margot at the bottom of the stairs. Two halves of a goodbye, slowly falling into silence together.

Then, a slow, broken gasp. Margot’s green eyes fluttering open, soft as butterfly wings.

And Nell, already slipping away.

Their eyes met, and in that breathless moment, everything was both too late and not enough.

Nell’s fingers had twitched, reaching for her sister—for a second chance—but her body had already started to give way.

The last thing she saw was Margot’s face twisted with grief and disbelief before she was swallowed by the dark.
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Nell stumbled back, reaching for the old hospital bed, but it was dust and air now, no more real than the fragments of memory swirling around her.

The quiet roared in her ears. Her hands shook.


It wasn’t Margot who died that day.


It was her.

And somehow, she’d never left.

Why?

The answer struck hard and late, like a blow she should’ve seen coming. She’d always said her father was broken. But she was just the same—cracked, fractured. In all the same places.

And now she understood.

How grief scrapes you hollow. How guilt settles in your bones like rot.

He had leapt. She had lingered.

Guilt was a ghost, and it had clung to her even in death.

Margot’s voice reached her again, quivering but sure. “You’re forgiven, Nell. You always were. And you are so loved. It’s okay. You can let go now.”

A hush fell within her, as if the grief had grown tired of holding on. The ache inside her eased, her soul loosening with a final quiet breath.

The candles flared, bright and golden, filling the room with a sudden impossible warmth, like an embrace.

Nell felt herself drifting. Weightless, unmoored, untethered from the sorrow that had bound her. Then, a release—like wings batting upward through the breeze.

The candles flickered out.


Part Eight: The Truth and the Dream

Margot

Darkness fell across the room, but a lingering warmth curled close around her. The only sound filling the space between them was the low rumble of the sea.

Margot lowered her hands, blinking against the sting of tears. She knew it had been Nell. Deep down, she’d always known.

The creaks on the stairs, the sounds in the halls.

The windows slamming closed.

The slow shift of the old armchair.

The phonograph abruptly halting at twilight.

Part of her had wanted to keep Nell—any scraps and fragments she could. But it was wrong. She deserved finality.

Peace.

Margot reached across the table and held her grandmother’s hands in her own.

“Even broken wings can find their way home,” Margot whispered. “I knew she would.”

The sea sighed against the cliffs of Bellamare Hollow, carrying away the last of the night.

Truth, once named, won’t stay confined—

For love endures through death and time.

In light and gray, we fade, we gleam.

Bound forever by truth and dream.


The Stroke of a Pen

by Roxanne Werner




Determined to conquer the mountain of paperwork on my desk, I flexed my cramped fingers, dipped my pen in the inkwell, and was about to put pen to paper when the bell on my shop’s door jangled.

A tall man wearing formal clothes and a top hat stood in the front room. It was an unusual sight, as most of my customers sent junior clerks or paid street urchins a few pence to drop off the work they needed copied. I hurried to wipe the ink from my hands, roll down my sleeves, and don my coat, hoping to appear respectable to a new client.

I emerged from the back expecting a brusque reprimand for making him wait, but he seemed in no hurry. Although he must have heard me, he continued to prowl about, poking his walking stick into corners and flipping through the sample pages of my penmanship on the counter.

Attempting to attract his attention, I cleared my throat. “May I be of service, sir?”

He turned slowly.

I stifled a gasp. Though I earned my living as a simple scrivener, I was at heart an artist. Roaming London’s streets whenever I had a free moment, I collected all manner of faces for future paintings. My sketchbook contained the rich and poor, healthy and sick, joyful and melancholy. But I had never seen a face like his.

His visage had a profound effect on me, and I doubted I could capture its aura by putting oil to canvas. It was not that his features were unnatural or malformed. Indeed, if anything, he appeared too perfect to be a living, breathing being, with a long, tapered face, prominent cheekbones, an aquiline nose, and large, dark eyes that stood out against his alabaster skin.

“I was told you were an artist, but perhaps I misheard?”

His voice was soft, almost hypnotic.

The door’s bell jangled, and Elizabeth entered the shop. “Bill, the mistress asked me to fetch her new hat from the milliner, and I thought I’d nip in for a moment before the girls’ lessons. I have tomorrow off, and if you have time, we might go for a picnic in the park.”

She looked past my visitor as if he weren’t there.

“I’m sure William will be pleased to join you, and if he accepts my commission, he’ll have more money and time to spend with you. He might even take you to the new Aquatic Vivarium at the zoo.” The stranger tipped his hat and smiled at her. “After all, we have so little time in this world. It’s best to enjoy it while we can.”

“Oh, beg pardon, sir.” Elizabeth blushed. “I don’t know how I could have missed you standing there as big as the Tower of London. And here I am putting my foot in it when Bill, I mean William, and you were discussing important business. I’ll take myself off and let you get on with things.”

“No trouble, miss. You are a pleasant break from a dreary world.”

Elizabeth flushed even redder, nodded, and hurried out the door.

“Now, William, if I may have your undivided attention, I have a proposition for you.”

“Please, sir. I have little in the way of comfort here. May I suggest we take a short stroll down the street? There is an excellent coffee shop where we might discuss your proposal.” I reached for my hat.

He held up his hand. At the sight of his long, tapered fingers, graceful and elegant, I whisked my ink-stained stubs behind my back. “There is nothing to discuss.” He tapped his cane on the floor, then pointed it at me. “Either accept my offer or not. I will not haggle.”

I blinked under his stare. “But sir, you have not made your offer.”

He paused, as if considering the merits of my statement, then went on as if nothing were amiss. “As I said, word of your artistic talents reached me, and I hate to see them wasted on mere copy work. From time to time, I need invitations made. I will provide you with a list of names and dates. All you have to do is allow your creativity to flow into your penmanship.


“Calligraphy, I believe, is the word. I want borders drawn around the edges—scrollwork, floral designs, whatever strikes your fancy. You might choose a flowered one for the female guests. I leave that up to you. I will supply pens, ink, and paper, and pay you a salary of fifteen pounds per week. The rate will remain the same no matter the number of invitations. You must complete them within the week. No excuses. If you fail, I will terminate your contract.” He paused, waiting for my answer.


Fifteen pounds a week! It was a princely sum, enough for me to ask Elizabeth for her hand.

“Do you accept my terms or not?”

I stood there, open-mouthed. It was a dream come true. “I-I accept.” I extended my ink-stained hand to seal the deal and instantly regretted it.

He looked down his long, patrician nose. “Your word will suffice.” He removed a sealed envelope from his inside pocket. “Here is your first assignment. Whatever materials you need are available at the store listed at the top. The owner will bill my account.”

I took the envelope with trembling fingers, afraid of staining the smooth linen stationery.

He counted out fifteen pound notes. “Here is a week’s payment in advance. Enjoy your day with Elizabeth.” His lips twitched into the semblance of a smile.
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