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    To anyone who has ever stood in front of a door they were told never to open,

and felt it whisper their name anyway.

For those who carry the echo of old fear, unanswered questions, and memories that don't sit quietly.

May you find the courage to face what waits in the dark—and the strength to decide what part of it belongs to you.
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Chapter 1 — House on the Cliff
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The first lie Mara is told is that this is temporary.

“It’s just for a few months,” her mother says, knuckles pale on the steering wheel. “Just until things calm down.”

She says it like it’s a favor. Like Mara should be grateful.

Mara watches the road coil upward in the windshield and doesn’t answer. The town has already fallen away behind them. No more stoplights. No more sidewalks. Just patchy trees bent sideways from wind, dead grass the color of old rope, and the ocean flashing gray between cracks in the bluff.

Her mother keeps talking, doing that thing where she tries to make her voice smooth and light and ends up sounding like someone about to start crying.

“This will give everyone space. You know? Just to breathe. You’ll get out of that school environment and I’ll be able to talk to the dean and maybe if I can show them that you’re taking this seriously they’ll—”

“I didn’t hit her,” Mara says.

Her mother exhales through her nose. “We’re not doing that again.”

“I didn’t,” Mara says, sharper. “I pushed her. Once. And she slipped. Because her shoes were stupid.”

“You pushed her into a row of desks.”

“She was talking about you.”

That lands. Her mother swallows and looks even more tired than she did five seconds ago.

Outside the car, a sign flashes by: PRIVATE ROAD – NO TURN-AROUNDS.

The road gets narrower. Then meaner. The asphalt gives up and becomes gravel that snaps and spits under the tires.

Mara chews the inside of her cheek and stares out the window at the ocean, which doesn’t look like the ocean from postcards. There’s no blue. No glitter. It’s pewter and heavy and too close. Waves slam into the rocks in ugly bursts of white. The sky sits low and flat over everything like a lid.

“You’re not being punished,” her mother says.

Mara makes a sound that could mean anything.

Her mother presses on. “This is just—some distance. Some quiet. A reset. Your grandmother has the space, and honestly she could use the company, and—”

“You hate being in that house,” Mara says.

Her mother’s jaw tightens. “It’ll be good for you to spend time with her.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“Mara.”

“You hate being in that house.”

Her mother doesn’t answer.

Which is all the answer Mara needs.

They crest a final, mean little hill, and the house appears.

Greythorne House leans over the cliff like it’s in the act of listening to the water. It’s taller than Mara remembers—too tall for how thin it is, four stories if you count the narrow attic level with the tiny windows and the rusted lightning rod stabbing up into the sky. The siding used to be white; now it’s a patchwork of peeling bone, salt-stained gray, and places where the wood shows through like old ribs. The porch wraps around the front and side, crowded with ironwork that looks less decorative and more like a cage.

The windows are wrong. That’s the first thing Mara feels in her stomach, and she can’t even say why. The windows don’t line up. Some of them are boarded from the inside. The glass that isn’t boarded is the warped kind that bends reflections. A plastic sheet has been stapled over one of the second-floor panes, fluttering in the wind.

There’s something alive about the house. Not in a cozy way. In a way that makes Mara’s throat go tight.

Her mother pulls into the gravel half-circle out front and kills the engine. For a moment, neither of them moves.

“Okay,” her mother whispers. “Okay.”

Mara waits.

Her mother doesn’t turn off the headlights. She just stares at the porch like she’s bracing for it to react.

Mara says, quietly, “You don’t have to do this.”

Her mother flinches out of her thoughts. “What?”

“You don’t have to leave me here.”

Her mother closes her eyes. “Don’t,” she says softly. “Please don’t do that to me right now.”

“Do what.”

“Make me the bad guy.”

Mara almost laughs. It comes out as a breath through her nose. “I didn’t make you drive me to a cliff.”

Her mother’s fingers tighten again on the wheel. “I can’t keep getting called in to talk about ‘incidents.’ I can’t get another email about ‘escalating behaviors.’ I can’t... I can’t keep watching you get angrier and smaller at the same time and not know how to help.”

Mara looks at her. “So you’re dropping me off with a woman who yelled at a priest for blessing her door.”

“She—” Her mother rubs her forehead. “She’s still your grandmother.”

“We haven’t seen her in years.”

“You were little.”

“How little?”

Her mother swallows. “You don’t remember?”

“No,” Mara says. “Should I?”

Before her mother can answer, the front door opens.

Evelyn Greythorne stands in the doorway like an exclamation mark.

She is not soft-grandma. She is not cookies-and-lavender. Even at the top of the porch steps, Mara can tell she has edges. Evelyn is narrow and upright, her gray hair twisted into a knot at the back of her head, her mouth a single determined line. She’s wearing a long dark cardigan buttoned to her throat and house shoes like she never plans on leaving the floorboards ever again.

The wind is cutting, blowing cold air up off the water hard enough that Mara has to squint. Evelyn’s cardigan doesn’t move.

Her mother gets out of the car first. She pastes on a smile that looks painful. “Hi, Mom!”

Evelyn doesn’t look at her. Her eyes are locked on Mara.

For a second, Mara feels like she’s under a microscope.

Then Evelyn says, not warmly, not unkindly, just like she’s stating a fact, “You took your time.”

Mara almost answers. She doesn’t. She climbs out of the car and slams the door, more out of nerves than anger, though anger is easier to admit.

The wind slaps her hair into her mouth. The air tastes like salt and rust.

Evelyn steps back from the doorway. “Bring your things in. It’s colder than it looks.”

It’s already cold. The fact that she says that does not help.

Mara hauls her duffel from the trunk herself. Her mother reaches for it, like she’s going to help carry it inside, like this is a normal drop-off at a normal sleepover. Mara shifts the bag out of reach.

Inside, the air is colder.

That’s not how inside is supposed to work. Inside should be warmer than outside. That’s the deal.

The foyer smells like dust, salt, lemon cleaner, and something faintly metallic underneath. The stairs curve up in a slow sweep to the second floor, then split in two like a wishbone. The banister is glossy in some places and splintering in others. The entry walls are lined with portraits—stern-faced people in old clothes, painted in that muddy old-fashioned way where the eyes follow you. There are also some newer photographs in mismatched frames. A few of them have been turned face-down.

The air hums.

It’s so faint Mara almost doesn’t register it at first. Not a noise, exactly. More like a pressure. As if somewhere in the bones of the house, something low and electric is vibrating.

Evelyn closes the front door and locks it.

Then she locks a deadbolt.

Then she slides a chain across two brackets and sets it with a practiced hand.

Then she checks all three locks with a firm little tug.

In the middle of the day.

Mara files that away.

Her mother gives a strained laugh. “Wow, Mom. You expecting pirates?”

Evelyn ignores that. She looks at Mara again, sharp. “You’re taller.”

“People do that,” Mara says.

Her mother shoots her a warning look. Mara pretends she doesn’t see.

Evelyn says, “Leave your shoes by the radiator. Don’t track salt through the hall. The floorboards on the west side of the dining room are still soft. Avoid them. We’re not using the parlor. We’re not using the attic. Your room is upstairs, second door on the left. Bathroom is across. Water runs brown for a minute. Don’t drink it. Don’t leave your bedroom window open after dark. And you stay off the lower level.”

It takes Mara a second to realize Evelyn is done talking. The list just stops.

“My—what?” Mara says. “Lower level?”

“You don’t go below the first floor,” Evelyn says.

Mara blinks. “You mean the basement?”

Evelyn’s mouth tightens. “That’s what I said.”

“No, you said ‘lower level’ like you’re hiding a dungeon.”

“Mara,” her mother hisses.

“What?” Mara says, not looking away from Evelyn. “I’m clarifying the terms of my imprisonment.”

Evelyn doesn’t flinch. “You don’t go down there. You don’t try the door. You don’t touch the locks. You don’t answer anybody that calls to you from the stairs. If you hear anything from under the floor at night, you come get me. Do you understand?”

Mara stares at her.

Her first instinct is to laugh, but Evelyn is not smiling. Evelyn is not teasing. Evelyn looks like someone delivering evacuation instructions.

Her mother tries again with the we’re-normal-humor voice. “Okay, so, maybe we take it easy with the horror-movie speech right away? She’s had a rough week, Mom.”

Evelyn cuts her a glance. “Valerie.”

That one name has weight. Her mother shuts her mouth.

Mara files that away, too.

“Say you understand,” Evelyn says.

Mara lifts her chin. “You always this fun or is this special for me?”

Her mother: “Mara.”

Evelyn, without blinking: “Say it.”

Something in Evelyn’s tone—something in the way her hands are folded, tight, like if she lets them go they’ll shake—makes Mara swallow.

“I understand,” she says.

Evelyn studies her face for another heartbeat, then nods, once. “Good. Put your bag upstairs. Supper’s at six. We close up by ten.”

“We close up,” Mara repeats.

Evelyn doesn’t answer. She’s already moving, gliding down the hall with a steadiness that shouldn’t look that steady for someone her age.

Mara leans toward her mother and whispers, “Is she running a prison or a ship?”

Her mother doesn’t laugh.

Her mother is pale.

“I can’t stay long,” she says quietly. “I have to get back into town before traffic and I have work in the morning.”

“Now?” Mara says. The word jumps out before she can sand it down.

Her mother winces. “Honey, we talked about this.”

“We said ‘a few months,’ not ‘a few minutes and then bye.’”

“This is hard for me too,” her mother whispers.

Mara almost says something she will not be able to take back.

Instead she shuts her mouth hard enough her jaw aches, grabs her bag, and heads up the stairs.

The staircase moans under her weight. Every step gives a little like it’s alive and tired of being stepped on. The wood of the banister under her palm is cold, colder than the air, like she’s touching stone that’s been in shadow all day.

Halfway up she feels it again—the hum. Not in the air. In the house. In the rail. A faint tremor under her skin. She jerks her hand back on instinct and nearly misses a step.

“Great,” she mutters. “Love that.”

At the landing, the staircase splits left and right around a hanging chandelier with more empty sockets than bulbs. The chandelier swings a little, even though there’s no draft.

Mara pauses.

There are four doors visible from the landing. Three of them are normal: old wood, chipped paint, brass knobs gone green around the edges. The fourth one—

The fourth one at the far end of the hallway is wrong.

It’s taller than the others by at least a foot. It doesn’t match the trim. It’s painted black. Not dark brown, not navy. Black. Matte black, like the surface eats the light instead of reflecting it. There’s something about it that makes her eyes want to slide off it. Her stomach goes tight and cold the instant she looks at it, the way it does at the top of roller coasters.

She doesn’t remember seeing that door from downstairs.

In fact, for a second, Mara doesn’t remember there ever being a door there, in that exact spot, in any of the blurry old flashes of this house she half-remembers from being little.

She finds herself moving toward it before she decides to.

The hallway smells colder here. The hair on her arms prickles.

Her pulse gets loud in her neck.

She stops about six feet away from the black door and realizes her hands are sweating.

“Why,” she whispers under her breath, “are you like this.”

There’s no answer, obviously. That would be insane.

But she feels it. The feeling of being watched from the other side.

Her mouth goes dry.

“Mara?” her mother’s voice calls from downstairs, too bright. “You settling in okay?”

Mara blinks.

And the black door is gone.

Not “moved.” Not “different now.”

Gone.

The end of the hallway is just a wall with a sun-faded framed photo of a lighthouse. There are three doors again, not four.

Mara goes very, very still.

Her heart hammers so hard it actually makes her feel a little sick.

“Nope,” she whispers. “No, thank you.”

She backs up, picks the second door on the left, and steps into what is apparently her room.

The room is... fine. Kind of sad, but fine. There’s an iron bed with a quilt in muted greens and browns. A narrow dresser. A floor lamp with a leaning shade. Wallpaper with tiny pale flowers that were probably cute in 1974. The window is tall and looks straight out over the cliff.

When she steps closer to the glass, cold curls into her bones. The ocean below is loud. Waves slam the rocks and pull back with a sucking roar, over and over. Beyond that: fog, sitting low and heavy.

She shivers.

“Cozy,” she mutters.

From here she can hear her mother’s voice floating up the stairs, low and fast, like arguing in whispers.

“...I don’t want her scared the first night, Mom—”

“She needs to be scared enough to listen.”

“She’s sixteen, not six—”

“You think it cares how old she is?”

Mara’s skin prickles all over.

She forces herself to unzip her duffel and pretend she’s not listening. She dumps clothes onto the bed. The bed complains with a long metallic squeal.

Her mother comes up a minute later. She knocks, then opens the door without waiting for an answer, which normally would make Mara snap, but right now she just looks up.

“I’m going to head out,” her mother says quietly.

“Yeah,” Mara says. “Figured.”

“It’s not—” Her mother swallows. “This isn’t me abandoning you.”

“Sure,” Mara says.

“It’s me giving both of us a break.”

“Sure,” Mara says again.

Her mother steps forward and cups Mara’s jaw with a hand that smells like drugstore coffee and too many cheap hand soaps from work. “Text me tonight,” she whispers. “Please. I mean it. I don’t care how late. Just text me.”

Mara wants to say, Then take me home.

Instead she nods.

Her mother kisses her hair, like she used to when Mara was little and feverish, then lets go too fast, like if she doesn’t she’ll break. She backs out of the room, out of the doorway, down the hall. Mara hears her go downstairs. Hears murmured voices at the front door. Hears the scrape of metal, the chain, the bolt. Hears the front door open. Hears cold air rush in.
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