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Chapter One: The Move




The rain had already started by the time they hit the edge of town. It wasn't heavy, just that clinging kind that made the windscreen wipers squeak. Rowan Keller sat with his chin on his fist, watching as Whitby rolled past the window like something drained of colour. Terraced houses streaked with damp. Shop signs faded from salt air. The sea in the distance looked more like slate than water.


His phone was dead. No signal. No Wi-Fi. The last message he'd sent was an eye-roll emoji to Milo back in Leeds, followed by: If I disappear, tell everyone it was ghosts.


He hadn't meant it to be weird. Just sarcastic. But now, watching gulls’ wheel madly over the grey rooftops and hearing the wind push in from the harbour, it didn't feel so funny.

"You alright?" his mum asked, glancing at him. Her hands were tight on the steering wheel.

"Fine."

"You'll like Aunt Jen's. She's got that spare room with the skylight. Remember?"

He didn't answer. He didn't remember. Not really. Just half-memories of visits when he was small—a stone garden with salt-stiff plants, a cold floor, a swing that creaked even when no one was on it.

The Abbey loomed into view as they drove around a bend—all jagged arches against the sky like broken ribs. He didn't say anything, but something in his chest tightened. He didn't like the way the ruins watched the town.

"Your aunt's had a bit of a clear-out," his mum said, too casually. "She's made space. And the town's nice. Seaside air. Clean slate."

"Isn't it October?" Rowan muttered.

"So?"

"Seaside's dead."

She sighed but didn't argue. They passed through the narrow streets near the centre—dark brick, old signage, hanging baskets gone limp with cold. Some shops had already closed for winter. A few teenagers were gathered outside the off-licence, hoods up, cigarettes glowing.

Aunt Jen's house was near the top end, not far from the harbour. They pulled into a tight driveway next to a steep step path and an iron gate shaped like fish bones.

"She's not changed it," his mum said. "Same weird gate."

Aunt Jen opened the front door before they'd even knocked. She stood with her arms folded, wearing a jumper Rowan was pretty sure had moth holes in it. Her face was tired, but her mouth twitched into a smile.

"Alright," she said. "Get in. You'll catch cold."

The house smelt of lavender and something faintly metallic—like blood or rust. Rowan paused in the hallway, letting the warmth hit his face, then followed the sound of his mum talking into the kitchen.

Jen made tea. Of course she did. Like they were in some 90s soap.

"I cleared out the spare room," she said. "Sheets are clean. Window sticks. Ignore the gulls. They'll calm down after the season's done."

"The season?" Rowan asked.

"Tourists. They're mostly gone now."

His mum watched her sister with a look Rowan didn't quite get. Like she was waiting for something. Or hoping she wouldn't say more.

Jen didn't. Just poured tea like the conversation was finished.

His room was at the top of the house. Narrow stairs, low ceiling, the light switch buzzed when flicked. The room had slanted walls and a window that faced the sea. A chest of drawers with mismatched handles, a desk with ring stains, and a bed that creaked even when he just sat on it.

He lay back, shoes still on, staring at the cracks in the ceiling.

Then came the first shiver.

Not from cold. Something else. A shift in the air, like the house had just breathed.

That night, after unpacking a few clothes and pretending to scroll his dead phone, Rowan wandered downstairs. Jen was outside in the back garden, smoking. She didn't offer him one.

"You picked a strange week to come," she said, exhaling into the wind.

Rowan leant against the doorframe. "Why?"

She didn't look at him. "Nothing. Just odd weather. Town's twitchy."

"Twitchy how?"

She flicked ash into a plant pot. "People say things this time of year. Ignore it. Don't go near the tide pools after dark."

He frowned. "What tide pools?"

She looked at him then. Properly. Her eyes were darker than he remembered. "You'll see."

The next morning, the screams of gulls woke him early. Not the usual seagull noise. This was shrill. Almost panicked. He rolled over, groggy, and caught movement through the skylight.

Out past the garden, past the dunes, the sea was closer than it should've been. Creepingly close. And for a second, he thought he saw someone standing ankle-deep where the shore met the tide pools. A girl.

Hair down. Dress soaked. Facing inland.

He blinked. She was gone.

The gulls screamed again.

And the sky had gone dark, even though it was only half seven.


Chapter Two: The Drowned Girl Legend




By Monday, Rowan had memorised the walk to Whitby High. Down the hill, past the bakery with flaking blue paint, across the bridge where the boats creaked softly, then up through a row of mossy steps that smelt like seaweed and old rain.

He kept his hoodie up even though the wind wasn't cold. There was something sharp about the air here, like it wanted to get inside you.

The school was smaller than he was used to. Older, too. Cracks in the bricks, windows that rattled when doors shut. He signed in at the office with a biro that barely worked, got given a timetable and a paper map that looked photocopied in 1992.

His form tutor, Miss Leeman, looked like she wanted to be anywhere else.

"This is Rowan Keller," she said, barely glancing up. "From Leeds."

Someone at the back coughed: "Unlucky."

There were a few laughs. Rowan stared straight ahead. He could feel eyes on him. The room had that weird rural vibe, where everyone already knew each other, and anyone new might as well be an alien.

The rest of form time dragged. He got given a planner with someone else's name scratched out. The lad next to him had drawn pentagrams all over the cover. A girl behind him kept poking her friend and whispering.

At break, he sat alone on the stone wall that edged the playground. His phone still had no signal. He scrolled through old photos out of habit. Leeds, Milo, a picture of his mum pretending to be drunk at Nando's.


Then a shadow crossed his screen. A girl with split-dye hair and a hoodie that said Don't Talk To Me Unless You're Dead sat down next to him.


"New kid," she said. "Rowan, yeah?"

"Yeah."

"I'm Niamh."

She offered a Skittle. He took a green one.

"So," she said, chewing. "Seen her yet?"

"Who?"

She raised her eyebrows. "The drowned girl."

Rowan frowned. "You mean... like a ghost?"

"That's what people say."

Another lad wandered over—tall, ginger, with a scar on his eyebrow and a school jumper tied round his waist like he didn't care. "Don't start that again," he said. "You'll freak him out."
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