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​A Strange Inheritance
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They had been driving for a couple hours and, out of things to discuss, the taxi driver had turned on the radio. Soft music played in the background, a lively but gentle tune that Liam had long since tuned out. Since they had left the bustling capital, the landscape had become a blur of trees and fields, sometimes broken up by the odd village in the distance, or even a few lonely shuttered houses along the way. Every so often, another car would appear in the distance, speeding towards the horizon or past them towards the capital; but as the main road gave way to a dirt path, the eerie absence of other cars made him shift uncomfortably in his seat.

“How much farther is it?” Liam asked.

The taxi driver eyed him briefly through the rear-view mirror.

“Oh, not long now. About 20 minutes or so?” The man guessed.

Liam didn’t know what to expect. He reached for the backpack that rested next to him on the seat, and rummaged until he found the letter the estate executor had handed him, along with a handful of legal documents. He shuffled through them again, as if they could provide any further insight to all the questions that had been rattling in his head since the day he’d first read the files.

A few weeks ago, a man had approached him, introducing himself as Maeve Walsh’s estate executor. Liam hadn’t heard that last name in such a long time. It was his mother’s maiden name, and she had renounced it—and her mother Maeve along with it—when he was still a teenager. He didn’t remember much about it all. When he thought back to that time, he recalled loud arguments between his mother and grandmother, his father often making things worse. But he couldn’t even place his grandmother’s face. The only good memories were the scent of homemade food lingering in the air, and the delicious taste of it.

Now, he couldn’t even remember what her house had looked like. He hadn’t talked to his grandmother since his parents had taken him away to another country to make their own life, leaving Maeve and their culture behind. Whenever he’d brought up anything about her, asked any questions about why they never visited or spoke to her, his parents had always said she’d been insane. Even as a young child, Liam had never believed it. The few memories he’d had of his grandmother were happy—at least when they weren’t fighting. But what did he know? He had only been a child, and children often didn’t see the full picture of things, the little intricacies of adult relationships that complicated matters so much. With his parents insisting on her insanity and preventing him from making contact, Liam had eventually given up asking, and never spoke to her again.

Which is why it was a complete shock when the estate executor delivered the news that he was the sole inheritor of all her worldly possessions. They weren’t much, he had said, a cottage outside some small historical town and everything within it, plus some money that would tide him over for a while as he decided what to do with the property. 

To all the questions Liam had about Maeve, the executor had no answers.

Curious, Liam had first tried to find where this small town—Tír Ciúin, if he remembered the name correctly—was. But for a so-called ‘historical’ place, he hadn’t found it anywhere on the maps. He’d pondered contacting his parents to ask about it, but thought better of it, not wanting to talk to them unless strictly necessary. He’d finally decided rather than sell it from across the world, he wanted to visit her house. His grandmother had left it all to him, after all, and he had always wanted to know more about her. It had always been a regret of his that he hadn’t fought harder to stay in contact. And this... This was his last chance to get to know her, even if she was now gone. Thus, as soon as he was able to, he’d booked the tickets to Ireland, packed his things, and made the trip. 

His plane had landed a few hours earlier in Dublin, and thanks to the lack of information, he’d had no idea how long he would have to travel to get to her place. Still, he’d expected to be there earlier than this. His stomach rumbled, reminding him they were close to dinnertime. Luckily, a house soon came into sight. The driver informed him that was his destination. 

The house—a small cottage, as promised—stood lonely in an open field of emerald grasses that swayed with the breeze, a quintessential sight of rural Ireland. Its shutters were closed and lights off. A creek ran its course nearby. A couple of trees provided shade, and a forest loomed in the distance, with a few scattered houses a hike away. A decorative fence surrounded parts of the property, with lovely flowers all around. In fact, there were planters everywhere, various types of plants and flowers crawling all over the place. It was a beautiful countryside sight, worthy of a magazine.

The driver parked and helped Liam retrieve his two bags from the trunk. After paying him, the driver was off, leaving him to look around at the beautiful surroundings. He took a deep breath of the fresh country air. The scent of grass and sweet flowers filled the air, with a faint hint of the sea from somewhere far away. He couldn’t remember ever smelling such pure air before. It was invigorating.

His gaze turned from the hills to the house, looking at it critically. Somehow, he’d expected to find an old, dilapidated house, overgrown with vegetation and in a heavy state of disrepair... but the cottage before him, although old, was well taken care of. The garden still looked like it was tended to. Even the ivy crawling up the walls had been trimmed neatly. Recently, too, by the looks of it. It’d be nice to have some pictures of the place, he thought idly, fingers brushing over the backpack that held his most precious items, including his camera.

A soft breeze blew again. 

A shiver ran up his spine, a feeling of being watched. But when he turned to look around, he couldn’t place anything that might have brought it on. Shrugging it off, he turned back to the house. He’d have plenty of time to take pictures. Right now, he was starving. 

The house was silent, except for the sound of wind rustling the trees and the little nearby creek. Gravel crunched under his feet as he took his heavy suitcases and brought them up to the little porch—just a small roof over the door to protect from bad weather. Reaching for his backpack again, he rummaged for the keys the executor had given him, remembering his words. There was a man who had helped his grandmother upkeep her house. He would be dropping by at some point to make himself available to Liam, should he need anything. Perhaps this man had kept up with the house for Liam? There was no way the vegetation wouldn’t have grown since his grandmother’s passing. He would have to thank him later, and figure out if he needed to be paid and how much.

Liam turned the keys and, with a ‘clack’, the door unlocked. It creaked open inwards as if to welcome him, revealing a dark but cozy living room filled with an assortment of knick-knacks, books, and... of course. More plants. He ran his hand through his short red hair, taking a deep breath. There was a sweet and woody scent in the air. A touch of lavender and roses, too, with a light echo of dampness beneath it all. He vaguely remembered those scents mixing with the smell of cooking food. A lump formed in his throat. It was a familiar, if nostalgic feeling. He could almost hear his grandmother calling from the kitchen that dinner would be ready soon... and could almost hear his mother complaining right after, souring the sweet memory.

Shaking his head, Liam brought his belongings inside. He looked around and, spotting a surface-mounted toggle light switch, flicked it up. Nothing happened. He flicked it down and up a few times, but still, the light didn’t respond. He frowned. Perhaps they had cut power? Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen any electricity posts around for a while. How did she have power? Well, he would have to make do.

With a click of his tongue, he set off to start opening windows and pushing open the heavy shutters to get some light in. A gust of wind caused light orange curtains to billow inward, carrying further the scents of flowers. Only when he had some light streaming in did he close the door and take the time to explore the living room.

The place screamed ‘grandmother’. The old, mismatched set of sofas—one of which was upholstered with floral patterns—looked straight out of a ‘granny-style’ decoration guide. Ceramic birds, horses and toads had no business making a home out of various surfaces. Paintings of even more plants and flowers decorated the walls. Jars were filled with dry leaves and flowers. Even the books looked straight out of an antique shop.

But something atop the fireplace mantle caught Liam’s gaze. He approached it, taking first a large portrait. It was an old picture of his grandmother, her hair starting to gray out already. She was smiling happily as she held a toddler in arms.

Him.

She was holding him. 

He looked happy, too. Even his mother, standing next to them, was smiling warmly. The sight was both familiar and foreign at the same time. He couldn’t remember when the picture had been taken. All he recalled of those times were the bitter fights. He set it back down, and grabbed the print-size brown envelope by it, his name written on it. He had to dislodge it from a helpful decorative duck’s beak.

Once opened, he found a handwritten letter and a smaller envelope. The second envelope was weathered and slightly yellowed with age, also carrying his name handwritten in a more flowery style. He frowned in confusion. The aged envelope was probably a letter from his grandmother. Had she really thought of him this much during all these years? Why had she never tried to reach out? Had she been afraid he would hate her like his mother did, or... Perhaps, had his mother prevented her from reaching out, as she’d prevented him?

He stared at the faded ink on the envelope, his vision blurring. All those years... wasted. He swiped at his eyes before the tears could fall, setting the aged envelope back on the mantle for now. The writing on the first letter seemed more modern, certainly more legible. He started reading it.

“To Mr. Byrne,

I’m sorry for your loss.

My name is Kyle Davis. I helped your grandmother look after the house.

Mr. Smithfield told me you’d be arriving on the week of the 5th. Since I’m unsure of the exact date, I thought I would leave you some instructions, should you need them.”

The letter went on, instructing him briefly on the usage and safety of the fireplace, the gas stove, and more importantly, informing him in order to have power, he would need to find ‘the shed out back’ and turn on a generator. It included simple instructions for that as well. It also mentioned having left some non-perishable food on the shelves for him.

Man, Kyle really had thought of everything!

The letter finished with:

“Please make sure you lock the shed, windows, and the main door. And don’t go out after dark. Animals from the forest sometimes go out looking for food in the trash and it might be dangerous if you’re unused to them.

The following is my phone number. Should you need anything from town, I work there until six. 

Please also let me know when you arrive.

Finally, attached you will find a letter Maeve charged me with delivering to you.

I’ll be dropping by as soon as possible to make sure you found everything alright.

Kyle.”

Liam sighed. That sounded like a lot of work... but he was really grateful for the other man’s thoughtfulness. As he pocketed the letter for its instructions, he wondered idly how old Kyle might be, and if maybe Kyle and his grandmother had been a thing. Even if they weren’t, at least she’d had someone by her at the end. Maybe Kyle would be able to tell him more about her.

Armed with his keys and instructions, Liam once more set out to find the shed. It wasn’t hard to, it was a little shed attached to the back of the house that, upon unlocking it, contained the generator, gas for it, a couple of empty trash cans, and several gardening tools. Making the generator work was not too difficult, although it took a couple of tries for his inexperienced hand to finally get it running. Finding the light bulb on the shed coming on instantly, he smiled in triumph and, having locked the shed as told, returned to the house.

As soon as he crossed the threshold and flicked the lights on, his phone rang. The screen showed an unknown number. He frowned, not having expected a call, but thinking perhaps it might be this Kyle, or even the executor from a different number, he picked up.

“Hello?”

“Liam,” the female voice said.

His eyes widened when he found none other than his mother’s voice coming from the other end. 

“Oh... Hi, mom.” He said curtly. 

“Why didn’t you tell me about Maeve? And why did the executor call you first? I have to be the second one to find out? Would you have even told me if the executor hadn’t ended up calling me?” She accused, barely giving him time to breathe.

“I don’t know why the executor didn’t contact you first, mom.” He started, trying to keep his patience. “Probably because you weren’t in the will.” He told her, not really expecting her to listen to his reasoning, anyway. And he was right. She had barely stopped to listen, already knowing well she had inherited nothing, and had instead launched straight into a rant.

Only half-listening to her, he walked back to the fireplace, reaching for his grandmother’s letter once more, thumb rubbing over the crinkling paper as she droned on. Again, he was reminded that it was his mother’s bitterness that had caused the rift in the family. He hoped she’d known he’d tried to keep in touch at first... that he hadn’t been like his parents.

His attention was brought back to the conversation as his mother asked, “how could she do this to us?”

“Maybe, mom, because you spent most of your life arguing with her and then left her to die alone.” He interrupted her bitterly. 

She snorted on the other side of the call. “You don’t know anything about her. You don’t know how hard it was to live with her. How crazy she was.”

Perhaps not, he thought, but he sure knew how crazy his parents were. “Look, if you don’t need anything else, then—”

“Are you going to sell the house?” She finally went to the point.

Ah. Of course.

Liam looked around. The place was filled with Maeve’s essence. Right now, he couldn’t see himself parting with it. Besides, he’d come all the way here to get to know her better.

“No. No, I don’t think I will for now.”

“You have to sell it. Don’t even bother with her things. Nothing is worth it anyway, so just sell it all, Liam.”

“Christ, mom.” He frowned. “Did you really hate her that much? No, never mind, don’t answer.” He huffed, knowing already. “The house—and her things—are mine to do with as I wish, and right now, I wish to visit it. Bye.”

Without more, he cut the call, blocking the number right away. Just what he’d needed.

Pocketing his phone again, he went to sit on the floral sofa. The wind outside was picking up, making the curtains billow more aggressively. The faint scent of petrichor drifted in, and a brief glance through the window told him the storm clouds he’d seen earlier were now swiftly approaching.

He turned his gaze back to the envelope in his hands. It was relatively stuffy, indicating it had more than one sheet inside. He could easily imagine she had poured out her heart in them, her dreams, her hopes... His fingers trembled slightly as he opened the sealed envelope, careful not to damage the letter inside.

As he read the letter, his eyes again filled with tears, and this time, he let them flow. Her words painted the vivid picture of a woman he wished he’d known, of her shared regrets for not doing more to reach out to him, of what she ‘knew’ he would become, of her love for him despite his mother keeping them apart. He found himself wishing he had met her expectations, hoping she would be proud and not disappointed at him from the afterlife, whatever that was—if there was any.

He was about to put the letter away, when his fingers caught on the last paper. Nearly stuck to it he found one last sheet. He peeled it away carefully, trying not to damage it. It seemed the letter held more than just memories. It was... a list? 

He frowned. Again, a chill ran down his spine. He glanced around the room, suddenly feeling even more like a stranger in it. The wind whistled outside. The clock ticked away the seconds. He attributed his sudden unease to the weather getting colder and turned his gaze back to the list.

“My lovely boy,” 

His grandmother’s curly letters beckoned him to listen, a beauty to see, but a task to read. 

“I know the following will seem like the ramblings of an old lady to you. But I need you to follow these rules, even if you deem them strange. You have to promise you will follow them. It’s very important to me.”

Licking his lips nervously, he continued reading.

“1. Don’t go out at night! Always be back before nightfall! It’s very dangerous outside after dark!”

Liam frowned. Dangerous? Kyle had mentioned animals, but were these fields really that bad after dark? Maybe the nearby forest made them unsafe... Well, it was sound advice anyway; he supposed.

“2. Never open the door to anyone after dark, no matter what or who they claim to be!”

Okay, that was... odd. Who would even come knocking at night? He didn’t know anyone here, and he doubted strangers wandered this far into the countryside.

“3. Keep all doors and windows shut tightly after dark! Even the shed!

4. Make sure to turn off the fireplace and close the damper before dark!”

Liam glanced at the fireplace, raising a brow. That seemed overkill. What was she worried about? Something crawling down the chimney? And if it was on, wouldn’t whatever climbed in regret it, anyway?

“5. No loud noises or loud music after nightfall.”

Who was that supposed to bother? The nearest neighbors were too far to hear anything, even if he blasted music at full volume.

“6. Avoid mirrors after dusk, if possible!”

Liam blinked. “What?” he muttered to the empty house. The absurdity of the rule was a bit... too much. Why would he need to avoid mirrors? Did she think they were haunted? The requests were quickly sliding from cautious to outright strange.

“7. Turn off the lights at a reasonable time. If you don’t close the shutters, then keep the curtains shut tight.”

He scoffed. Now she just sounded like a nagging mother. No loud music, early lights-out... What was all this about? Did she think he was going to have a party there or what? He gave a quick look through the end of the letter, but there seemed to be no actual explanation of why he was supposed to do all of this.

“8. Keep a line of salt on doorways and windows.

9. Don’t erase the red symbols!”

Salt? Symbols? He hadn’t noticed either of those. Then again, he hadn’t been looking. A prickle of unease ran down his spine as he scanned the room again, suddenly hyper aware of his unfamiliar surroundings. Briefly, the thought occurred to him that maybe his mother had been right. Some of these were starting to sound like the ramblings of a crazy old woman. He bit his lip, feeling guilty at once at the thought. 

There was one last item on the list. 

“10. Don’t discuss paranormal events in public.” 

His brows rose. Paranormal? Really? Did she think he’d start babbling about ghosts in the middle of town? He snorted at the thought, but guilt followed fast on its heels once more. These were her last wishes. It wouldn’t hurt to honor them for a few days—if only to humor her memory.

Folding the list, he set it aside. The storm outside rattled the windows, and the faint scent of damp earth crept in. Whatever was out there, the house suddenly felt a lot safer than the darkening world beyond.

For now, he steeled himself to explore the rest of the house.

***
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THE PLACE WASN’T BIG. Besides the living room, there was a moderate size kitchen and dining area, with a smaller attached laundry room, and a back door. Like the rest of the house, the granny-decor predominated the space with floral and food patterns, plants, and antique-looking furniture handcrafted from heavy wood. The farmhouse style sink could have fit enough plates to feed a small army. The bathroom was small and seemed straight out of the 20th century, with a pull-chain toilet and claw-foot tub. The shower had exposed piping, and there was no shower curtain, but he could easily imagine if there had been, it would have probably had a floral design too. A thin, wooden one-door closet kept towels, linens, and toiletries safe.

The last room on the ground floor was a bedroom large enough to fit a large vintage armoire, a large dresser, two night stands, and a large double bed that, despite the grandma-style, looked quite inviting. Upon closer inspection, the armoire was still filled with his grandmother’s clothes. Lovely skirts, blouses and dresses, nightgowns and more. He closed it at once, awkward to be perusing those possessions.

In the whole house, two things had caught Liam’s attention. 

One: Although there had been a radio in the kitchen, the only TV was located here in the bedroom. It was a modern flat screen TV that did not match at all with the style of the house, placed across the bed for comfortable viewing from it.

Two: The only mirror in the house had been in the bathroom. It wasn’t really that strange, but somehow he’d expected to see at least one more elsewhere in such a house. Then again, he thought back to the rule about avoiding mirrors... maybe that was why?

Although there wasn’t a second story per se, Liam had also noticed there was a hatch on the ceiling near the bedroom. It probably led to an attic, but he had found nothing yet to reach the little latch and open it. Perhaps there was a ladder in the shed? He hadn’t noticed one, but he’d not looked closely, either. He made a mental note to look for it some other time; right now, he had plenty to go through without touching the attic.

His stomach rumbled again, reminding him a lot of time had passed, and he had still not eaten. 

“Ugh,” he placed a hand on his belly, then sighed. He better saw what that Kyle had left for him, and hope there was something edible.



​CHAPTER 2
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​A Haunting Encounter
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TO DO

1. Unpack

2. Get groceries

3. Find ladder for attic

4. Explore house some more and go through grandma’s stuff

5. Find local services

6. Double check bills-related stuff

7. Clean up

8. Mind the plants? (how often do you water plants??)

9. What am I gonna do with the house??

Liam tapped his pen against the notebook as he pondered what else he needed to add to his to do list. An empty container of ramen sat atop the coffee table, patiently waiting to be discarded. The clock ticked rhythmically, adding to the tap-tap of his pen, composing a simple melody that filled the otherwise silent living room. His eyes went from his list up to the window as the shutters rattled briefly from a sudden gust of wind. He stopped tapping his pen, but the sound was replaced with that of the first drops of rain falling against the closed windows.

The sun was steadily going down. His earlier rummaging through the kitchen had yielded him the noodles he’d just eaten, and a handful of other long-term expiry and non-perishable items; good for now, but hardly something to live off of. It was too late to go into town now... and he didn’t even know which direction or how far this historical town was in. He would have to ask this Kyle guy at some point. Besides... his grandmother’s rules were still fresh in his head: if it was getting dark, he shouldn’t even think of going out. 

The ticking of the clock seemed to grow louder, as if reminding him time kept moving and darkness fast approached. Paranormal events... as if! He shook his head at his own thoughts. He’d always been a fairly rational person. He didn’t believe in ‘paranormal events’. All those rules sounded like superstitions, probably something normal for historical areas, where tales of hauntings abounded. Yet, he couldn’t shake off a strange feeling. A tingling at the back of his neck, a light chill that coursed through his body.

He clicked his lips. He was letting the weather and old house get to him. It truly would have been an excellent time to tell horror stories. But the only horror stories that haunted this place now were the memories of the arguments between his parents and grandmother.

He glanced at the clock again, realizing he had lost track of time.

“Gosh, I’m tired,” he mumbled, stretching. He could revise his list later. For now, he could use a bath and some sleep.

***
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LIAM UNDRESSED, HIS clothes ending up in a heap on the bathroom floor. The bathroom had only a small, high window for airflow, letting none of the quickly fading light in. The light the ceiling lamp provided was dim, but sufficient to work with. Liam climbed in the tub and reached for the taps, turning on the water flow for the shower.

He gasped as the water sputtered, then hit him full force—cold as ice.

“Damn it!”

He fiddled with both taps as he trembled, but no matter what he did, he only got cold water. In the end, he rushed through his shower, and once done, rubbed one of his grandmother’s towels heavily to his skin, trying to regain some of the warmth he’d lost. He would have to add ‘check the hot water’ to his list of things to do.

Wrapping a towel around his waist, he stepped out of the bathroom. It was already dark outside. The house was quiet, save for the distant rumble of thunder and the pitter-patter of rain against the windows. Even though he was used to living on his own, the silence in the house felt heavy. It was starting to get to him. 

Making his way to the bedroom, he turned on the TV for some background noise. The screen came to life, a woman retelling tragically to the camera some story about ghosts haunting her house and children. Liam snorted, rolling his eyes. “Of course. What else was it going to be?”

Yet, despite his skepticism, he let the show play, not up to trying to find something different. He carefully pushed some of the knick-knacks from atop the dresser to the side, and hauled a suitcase on the cleared space, opening it to find some clean clothes to wear.

He’d barely had time to zip open a packing cube that something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. He looked towards the window where he’d seen movement. Through the curtains, he could see a faint, shifting darkness on the other side of the window. The shutters blocked any real detail, but he could still see the movement through the carved diamond shaped decorations on the wood. Beyond them, the shape lingered, looking tall enough to be a person, sending a chill down his spine. His heartbeat quickened. 

“Hello? Who’s out there?” he asked.

Nothing. There was no response.

The TV screen flickered, and a burst of static interrupted the show, making Liam jump. He looked back at it briefly, then at the window once more. The shadow lingered until, with unsteady steps, Liam approached the window. He pulled open the curtains in time for the shadow to disappear, seemingly moving in the general direction of the living room.

Liam frowned and followed it quickly, wondering if someone was trying to break into the house. His heart was pounding now, not ready for something like this to happen, let alone on his first night. The shadow appeared again in one of the living room windows, one with the curtains drawn closed. The shutters on it were stuck halfway open, as Liam had been unable to get them to budge earlier. And yet... the shadow became no clearer. It seemed almost... formless.

But the figure did not stop. It glided to a second window. This time the curtains were open, but the shutters were shut tight, rattling in the wind. Through the diamond shaped carvings, the shadow seemed to ripple, its edges shifting like smoke caught in the wind. For a moment, Liam thought he saw the faint outline of a face—or something like one—before it melted into darkness again.

“Who’s there?” Liam called out again. “I’ll call the police!”

Once more, he was met with silence from the figure. The clock on the mantle continued to tick away time. From the bedroom, he could still hear the static, sometimes interrupted by a word of two from the show hosts.

The shadow again moved, this time towards the entrance door. Liam held his breath, but nothing happened. No shadow appeared beyond the floral curtains covering the door’s window. He bit his lower lip. Should he...?

He approached the door. His fingers moved over the lock, but he froze. A shiver ran down his spine, a feeling that was becoming quite familiar. He probably shouldn’t open the door... his grandmother had said not to after dark. God damn, what was he thinking? Not to open after dark? For what? Some ghost? No. He shouldn’t open the door, but only because if it really was someone trying to break in, then it’d be a very stupid idea to do so.

Slowly, he pulled his hand back. In the bedroom, he could hear the TV go back to normal, a man now commenting on the going-ons in the haunted house.

The shadow didn’t return. The rain grew louder, heavier.

“You’re getting Paranoid, Liam.” He told himself, sighing in dismay. But the feeling of unease stayed with him.



​CHAPTER 3
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​A Ride into Worry
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A few drops of rain had started falling even before Kyle left the coffee shop. Then, halfway home, rain had fallen in earnest, each droplet hitting the ground with a force that sent ripples through quickly forming puddles. The unexpected storm brought with it strong winds, and a frighteningly early darkness. Kyle knew all too well the dangers that hid in it. No one in their right mind would have wanted to get caught on purpose in the situation he was currently in, and not just because of the heavy downfall.

Right then, Kyle wanted nothing more than to make the bike’s engine roar and quicken his pace back, eager to be home after a long shift, wanting to be dry and snuggle with a blanket in front of the fire. He could just imagine himself with a mug of hot chocolate warming his hands, Lucy at his side, and a fun show on TV. The thought almost made him forget his discomfort, at least until a gust of wind reminded him of the damp clothes clinging uncomfortably to his body.

However, in the muddy paths of those hills, it’d be quite a dangerous thing to drive any faster than he was, even for a skilled driver. By the time his house was in sight, he was soaked through, the icy wind making him shiver, the heavy rain making it difficult for him to see out of his helmet. The sky was as dark as it could be, lit only by the occasional lightning, followed by the rumbling sound of thunder echoing around him. As he slowed down yet again to go down a slope, something caught his attention. A glint. A familiar warm, yellow light glowing through the windows of a house just off in the distance. Old Maeve’s house, he realized. The soft light beckoned him, inviting him for a visit, promising the warmth he sought and good company. 

It took him a moment to remember this could not be Maeve herself, and the pain of the loss tightened his chest once more. The woman had been like a grandmother to him. Always warm and kind, always waiting for him with a smile and some delicious food, always having advice for his troubles. He could still imagine her vividly in her doorway. On a day like this, she would have welcomed him with open arms, made sure he was huddled with some food, told him some fun stories. 

It’d been a hard loss. Even now, it was difficult to believe she was gone.

Kyle stopped his bike for a moment. But... if it wasn’t Maeve at her place, then who...?

He frowned. Was the grandson there already? According to what the executor had said, he hadn’t expected him until the end of the week. Despite the worsening storm, Kyle worried. What if it was a trespasser? No, no one in town would have dared trespass into Maeve’s place. Everyone had known and loved her. Well, maybe not loved her, but she had always been on good terms with almost everyone. Had he closed everything properly? He was sure he had locked all the doors. And it was very unlikely an outsider had made their way over to the city, unannounced, and decided to break into a random home.

So... it had to be the grandson, arrived earlier than expected. Had he not read his letter? Why hadn’t the guy called him? When Maeve had tasked him to deliver a letter in case of her death, she had mentioned leaving the rules in for her grandson. He had never confirmed it, but he had assumed she would have explained their importance, too. Had the grandson read those? Was he following them? What if he wasn’t? It was probably hard for a stranger to understand why they existed, and he didn’t know how much Maeve had or hadn’t explained.

What had started as light concern turned into full-fledged worry, and he couldn’t shake it off. 

Kyle had never understood why Maeve would have wanted to leave everything to her grandson. Sure, she clearly loved him, even despite not seeing him for years. But having not been raised in the area, how could this guy comprehend what exactly she was leaving behind? Even if she had explained something, how could this stranger wrap his head around their way of living? Their rules? Kyle was well aware: to any outsider, they would be too strange.

Damn it. 

He looked from the inviting glow of Maeve’s house to his own dark one, then back. 

Maeve hadn’t outright asked him to look after her grandson, likely not wanting to trouble Kyle further. She had always been a very mindful person, after all. But he knew she would have wanted him to. It just felt right to keep an eye on him, to make sure he was safe. Maeve would have wanted him to be safe.

He was shaken from his thoughts when he heard howling in the distance, and he was pretty sure it wasn’t the wind. Despite the danger it would mean to check on the grandson before heading home, and to leave later—possibly in the full darkness of a stormy night—Kyle sighed and started his bike again, this time turning up the path to granny Maeve’s.

A few minutes later, he parked his bike against the fence and took off his helmet, leaving it with the bike even if it’d get soaked. He looked up at the familiar house, but the rain and his worry left him little time to dwell on melancholic thoughts. His frown deepened as he noticed some curtains were wide open, at least one shutter partially open as well, allowing the light to stream out freely. Was the kid stupid, or had he really not read the letter? Kyle trotted to the porch, trailing muddy prints along the way. 

He knocked on the door, shuddering now that he was out of the rain, but still in the wind’s path. His mind screamed this was a terrible idea and he should just go home, but his worry and a sense of duty towards the memory of Maeve pushed him to wait for the answer to his knock.
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