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For the voices that never quieted,

for the nights that never ended,

and for every child who once pressed their ear to the dark

and swore they heard someone whispering back.

This book is yours.




-  Makitia Thompson
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​The Storyteller’s Introduction

They call me a recorder. A keeper of names. A listener of voices that should not have lasted this long. I never meant to become such a thing. I was only passing through, one town to the next, with ink on my fingers and dust on my boots.

But Burrington... Burrington never let me leave.

You see, this place breathes when it shouldn’t. Its nights bend, its days forget, and its people linger in ways I still cannot explain. I write what I hear. I tell what I see. I do not always know who I’m speaking of-faces blur, times fold, deaths repeat. Yet the stories come, and I record them because someone must. Someone must remember, even if memory is broken.

Perhaps that is why I stayed. To keep watch. To keep the children safe from what stirs in the dark. Though I wonder, sometimes, if I am protecting them... or simply keeping them here with me.

The stories I will tell you are not mine. They belong to Burrington. They rise from its soil, its shadows, its secrets buried beneath rotted beams and rusted fences. On nights like this, Halloween nights, they slip loose most easily.

And so I light my lantern. I open my book. And I invite you to follow me down these streets where the air is colder than it should be, where laughter sounds hollow, and where every corner hides something waiting.

Come. The first door waits. Behind it, a family prays to outlast the midnight toll. They never do.

The Storyteller’s First Breath

"Step carefully, won’t you? For tonight is not like others. Tonight, Burrington breathes - the land exhales the kind of air that carries whispers instead of wind. The clocks here do not tick in straight lines, and the children’s laughter does not always come from children.

But no matter. I will be your lantern-bearer, your shadow-friend, your storyteller. Follow me, and I shall take you through five tales born not of imagination, but of Burrington itself. These are not stories told. They are stories remembered.

The first door waits. Do you hear it creak?"
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Story One: All Hallows Midnight
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​Prologue
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Burrington, October 31st, 1826

There are nights in Burrington when the town seems to breathe.

The streets still, lanterns burning low, shutters drawn tight not only against the cold but against something far older than the frost. On such nights, sound travels strangely. The creak of a signboard, the shuffle of a horse in its stall, even the hush of leaves down a gutter seem to echo longer than they should, as though the dark itself were reluctant to release them.

On All Hallows, that breath deepens.

The bells in the chapel tower are meant to ring twelve, though none in Burrington claim to have heard them do so. The hours march dutifully toward midnight, yet the final stroke is swallowed before it can land. Some say the town was never meant to keep that hour, that its founders built too near the marsh, or too close to the clearing where the old ones made their fires long before a single roof was raised. Others whisper that it is not the town at all, but the land beneath it that refuses midnight.

Children are told stories of lantern-bearing figures who wander the lanes when the clock strikes but does not chime. They are warned never to answer the door, no matter who might call from the dark. The old rhyme is repeated, almost cheerfully, as if its cruelty could be softened by rhythm:

Turn the latch, turn the light,

Bring the bride into the night.

The youngest laugh at it. The older children do not.

On this particular All Hallows, the year of 1826, a heavy stillness hung over the streets. The windows of Burrington glowed faintly with supper light, but no songs or merriment carried out into the lanes. The harvest had been poor, the air sharp with rot where grain should have been stored. Families huddled close, speaking little, as though words themselves might draw attention.

In one house,a craftsman’s home on the edge of the square,a tall case clock ticked with greater insistence than the others. Its pendulum swung as if to mark not the hour but the breath of every soul seated within. That house, though plain as any other by daylight, carried an edge in its timbers this night, as though its boards knew what they were about to endure.

It is there, with the Blackwood family, that the first crack in Burrington’s Halloween silence would spread.

Not from a scream. Not from the crash of broken glass.

But from something quieter, older.

A minute that refused to pass.

And when that hand stopped climbing, the night did not end.

It began.

​Chapter One: Salt at the Threshold

The Blackwood parlor was narrow and low-beamed, its air warm with the faint glow of a single lantern set on the mantle. The hearth smoldered, the coals more orange than red, casting long shadows that seemed to resist settling. Martha Blackwood moved quietly around the room, laying out a modest supper: bread, hard cheese, boiled carrots, and a cut of mutton gone tough with reheating. She worked without complaint, though her hands trembled faintly as she placed the dishes, careful not to disturb the salt line she had drawn along the sill of the window.

The salt glimmered dully in the lantern light, a fragile boundary between her family and the October night. Above the door, nailed into the lintel, a single rust-pitted iron nail caught a sliver of fireglow. Martha’s eyes rose to it every so often, as if needing to confirm it had not slipped loose.

The children gathered in uneven silence. Abigail, sixteen, sat stiff-backed by the table, a ribbon pulling her hair tight as though it alone held her head aloft. Her gaze slid toward the door whenever the floor creaked. She was betrothed to Thomas Hale, though she had not chosen it; Martha had pressed her hand when the agreement was made, whispering it would be for the family’s good. Tonight, that whisper rang in Abigail’s mind with bitterness.

Ruth, only two years younger, lingered nearby with a half-smile that was not joy but a kind of possession. She studied Abigail with a gaze sharp enough to sting, as though daring her to flinch, to betray a weakness. Ruth’s own hands curled into her lap, restless with the heat of jealousy.

Eli and Clara, twelve and ten, sat at opposite corners of the parlor. Eli fiddled with a chip of wood, scoring it against the table leg in small, thoughtless scratches. Clara’s eyes, wide and pale, kept drifting to the staircase, her breath quickening when her father passed, his shadow lagging two beats behind him on the wall.

Matthew, the youngest at seven, tucked himself near Martha’s skirts, clutching a wooden toy horse whose paint had long since worn away. He hummed quietly, though the sound wavered like a candle about to gutter.

The last to arrive was Jonas Blackwood himself. He pushed the door open with a hand too forceful for the quiet hour, the iron latch scraping as it met wood. His boots carried the damp of the square outside, and though his hair was combed and his collar fastened neat, the sharp tang of soap and ale clung to him. Martha looked up once, reading the evidence as she had a hundred nights before, and said nothing.

“Late,” she murmured, brittle as glass.

“Work, wife,” Jonas answered, slipping into his chair at the head of the table. “Not all of us have the luxury of idle suspicion.”

No one laughed.

The tall case clock in the corner ticked firmly, its pendulum swaying with the room’s breath. Martha smoothed the tablecloth, eyes on the clock face. “They say the bells won’t strike twelve,” she said, almost idly. “Not on All Hallows.”

The silence that followed was thicker than the shadows.

​Chapter Two: Fractures

The supper began without grace. Martha cut and portioned, serving each in turn. Jonas took the largest slice of meat without remark; Abigail’s jaw clenched but she did not speak. Ruth’s eyes narrowed at her sister’s every motion, waiting for a slip, a sign.

Outside, the lane lay still. Even the usual creak of branches seemed muffled. The children’s voices, when they did rise, seemed to echo strangely, as if the walls caught them and gave them back a fraction too late.

It was Eli who first broke the fragile rhythm. His fork stilled against the plate; his head tilted toward the wainscot. “Hear ’em?” he whispered.

Martha’s hands froze. “Hear who?”

Eli’s mouth bent in a grin he did not own. “Men. Laughing. Right there.” He tapped the wall beside him. The sound echoed sharp, too loud for the touch.

Clara shivered. She had been watching their father again. Jonas had leaned back, sipping ale from his cup, the shadow cast by his arm still upright against the plaster when his hand had already lowered. She bit her lip hard, swallowing the sight.

Jonas noticed her staring. “What is it, girl?”

She shook her head quickly. “Nothing, Father.”

“Then mind your plate.” His voice carried pride, impatience. The tone of a man who had long since ceased to expect answers.

Martha’s knuckles whitened on the edge of the table.

The tall clock’s tick stuttered. For a moment, its pendulum faltered mid-swing, caught between one breath and the next. Then it resumed, steady but heavier, as though it had learned the shape of dread.

No one mentioned it.

​Chapter Three: The Knock

By the time the last of the bread was torn and eaten, the lantern had dimmed, its flame bowing low though the oil was not yet gone. The parlor seemed smaller than it had at supper’s start, the beams stooping lower, the walls edging inward with each tick of the clock.

It was then, as the hand trembled toward midnight, that the sound came.

Three knocks. Deliberate. Not a fist, but wood against wood.

Jonas set his cup down hard. The latch shivered faintly, though no draft stirred. Martha rose quickly, sliding the iron bar across with a metallic scrape. Her lips moved in prayer, too soft for the children to catch.

From the other side of the door came a voice like dry leaves ground beneath a heel.

“Abigail.”

The girl’s name. Spoken flat, certain.

She went rigid, her breath caught. Ruth’s lips curled in something between fear and satisfaction.

Again: “Abigail. Child. Come now. I am owed.”

Jonas’s hand gripped the table edge. Martha whispered, “Thomas Hale.” Her voice was a thread pulled near to snapping.

Outside, the lantern flame flickered, but the light cast no warmth. Only blackness swept across the parlor window, a shadow passing with no source.

The tall clock’s hand, quivering at 11:59, refused to climb. The tick became a hollow thunk, over and over, hammering the same second into eternity.

The room seemed to exhale. The family sat frozen, staring at the face of the clock, at the hand that would not rise.

Midnight did not come.

And the night, which should have ended, only deepened.

​Chapter Four: The Milk and the Echo

The clock struck twelve.

Or it should have.

The tall case clock gave no chime, only a hollow reverberation within its cabinet, as though a hammer had struck water. The hand stuttered, then quivered still at 11:59. The lantern flame sputtered but did not die.

Abigail blinked at her plate. The cup beside it trembled from the knock that had come before; a thin spill of milk had arced across the cloth. She lifted her napkin to blot it, then stopped.

The spill drew itself back, a pale vein of liquid retreating, threading up the side of the cup until the cloth was dry again.

Her heart stuttered. “Did you-?”

But her words were cut by Eli, who muttered again, “Hear ’em?” His voice echoed from the wainscot a half-second after he’d spoken, perfectly mimicked, a boy’s whisper chasing his own words. He flinched, eyes darting to the wall. “That weren’t me.”

Ruth gave a sharp laugh to cover her unease. “Child’s trick.”

“Then who speaks back?” Eli snapped, but his bravado was thin.

Clara clutched her fork in silence, her gaze locked on Jonas. He had shifted in his chair, leaning back, stretching his shoulders. But his shadow, cast by the single lantern, did not follow. It remained seated upright, hands folded neat, even as Jonas stood. Her breath caught in her throat.

“Father-” she began, but the word dried. If she spoke it aloud, it would be real.

At Martha’s side, Matthew tugged her sleeve. “Mother,” he whispered. “You’re by the door.”

Her head turned swiftly toward him. “I am here, Matthew.”

The boy pointed. His small hand trembled. From the far side of the barred door came her voice; low, coaxing, gentle as when he was sick. Come now, love. Come to me.

Martha’s stomach turned to stone.

The iron latch vibrated once, lightly, as though breathing.

​Chapter Five: Each Their Own

The children huddled near the table now, and the room seemed too small to contain them.

Abigail stared at the shuttered window. A sound tapped against it-tap, tap, tap-steady, measured, the sound of a ring against glass. She knew it without needing to be told: Thomas Hale’s wedding band. The thought of him outside the pane made her flesh crawl, though the shutters were sealed tight.

Ruth sat stiff beside her, eyes narrowed. She leaned close, and though Abigail’s lips did not move, Ruth heard the words as clear as breath against her ear: You’ll never be me. You’ll never have what I have.

Her face flushed hot, rage blooming. “I heard you,” she hissed.

Abigail turned, startled. “Heard what?”

“Don’t lie.” Ruth’s hands curled. “You think yourself better.”

Abigail’s throat tightened. “Ruth, I said nothing.”

But the echo of the cruelty still lingered in Ruth’s ears. She stared at her sister’s mouth, willing it to betray her.

Across the room, Clara’s whisper broke. “It moved.”

Jonas’s shadow, still seated on the wall though his body shifted freely, had turned its head toward her. Slowly. Too slowly. Its face was blank.

Jonas looked from the child to the plaster, saw only the ordinary play of light. “Nonsense,” he muttered. But his brow creased. For a moment, doubt flickered in his eyes.

Martha’s palms stung suddenly. She looked down. Ash lay there, smeared black across her skin, though the fire had burned low and steady for hours without smoke. She rubbed at it fiercely, but the grit remained, as though ground into her flesh.
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