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Chapter 1: New Keys




Amaya arrives in Devon telling herself, with a firmness that borders on superstition, that this is sensible, that she has made a practical decision rooted in inheritance law, budgeting spreadsheets, and the very adult understanding that old cottages are cheaper when no one else wants them.

The lane winds in on itself like a thought she cannot quite finish, hedges leaning close enough to mist the windscreen, the world narrowing to damp green and the quiet hiss of tyres on gravel. By the time the cottage comes into view she is already rehearsing jokes about leaks and rot and the sort of structural despair that can be solved with enough money and an organised plan.

It does not look desperate.

It looks patient.

Low roof darkened by age, stone walls holding warmth despite the mist, the place sits as though it has been waiting without urgency. When Amaya unlocks the door, the scent of old smoke and lavender meets her immediately, familiar in a way she cannot explain, like walking into a memory she does not quite own. The air is cool but gentle, carrying age without menace, the kind of cool that settles rather than bites.

“Well,” she says, setting her bag down and surveying the small hallway, because silence has always made her nervous. “This is either the beginning of a peaceful new chapter or the point in the story where the sensible woman ignores several obvious signs.”

The cottage does not creak in response. It does not perform. It simply holds.

She moves through the rooms slowly, fingers brushing doorframes, shoes echoing softly on stone. Everything feels deliberate rather than neglected. The hearth smells faintly of soot and dried herbs. The windows admit a pale, milked light that softens the edges of furniture and thought alike. Amaya realises she has been holding her shoulders too high for years and lets them drop.

Habit takes over soon enough.

The measuring tape appears. The notebook opens. Roof leaks go on the list. The suspicious damp patch by the back door goes on the list. She talks as she works, muttering calculations and mock complaints, joking aloud about becoming a roof widow before she has even unpacked. It is easier to keep fear manageable when it can be itemised.

Outside, rain begins with the kind of restraint that feels almost polite, a fine mist tapping at the glass rather than demanding attention. Amaya drags a chair over to the window, climbing carefully to inspect the frame, fingers tracing old paint that flakes without resentment.

That is when she sees it.

Taped neatly beneath the ledge, half hidden, is a key.

She stills, her body reacting before her mind catches up. Peeling the tape away, she turns the key over in her palm. It is small, brass, warm from the room rather than cold with neglect. The teeth are precise, well kept. It is not a spare for the front door. It does not match anything on the ring the solicitor handed her with a smile and a warning about heritage maintenance.

“Well,” she says quietly, unease and curiosity threading together. “That’s either ominous or charming. Possibly both.”

The cottage offers no answer, but the air feels subtly attentive, as though listening has always been part of its nature.

Amaya slips the key into her pocket, adds a careful question mark to her list, and returns to her measurements, unaware that something has already begun to shift around her, not dramatically, not urgently, but with the quiet assurance of a place that knows exactly what it has been keeping safe.


Chapter 2: The Hidden Drawer




By the third day, the cottage has stopped feeling quaint and started feeling busy.

Amaya’s carefully imagined renovation timeline collapses almost immediately under the weight of reality. Dust settles everywhere no matter how often she wipes. Tools migrate across rooms as though seeking better light. Her to do list gains sub lists, arrows, and increasingly sarcastic annotations. She talks to the cottage as she works, scolding it gently for its crooked shelves and uneven floors, praising it when something fits more easily than expected.

“All right,” she tells the sitting room, kneeling with a pry bar and more determination than finesse. “If you’re going to be difficult, at least be honest about it.”

It is the floorboard near the hearth that gives itself away.

She notices it not because it looks different, but because it feels different. When she steps back to admire a newly sanded section, the board shifts beneath her foot with a muted sound that is not quite a creak. The movement is subtle, but deliberate enough to make her pause.

Amaya frowns, testing it again. The board lifts a fraction, then settles.

“Oh,” she says, interest sharpening. “You’re hiding something.”

She works carefully, easing the board up rather than forcing it, revealing a shallow recess beneath. Inside sits a narrow drawer, built neatly into the floor, its handle worn smooth by hands long gone. The wood smells faintly of oil and age when she pulls it free.

Within the drawer is a bundle wrapped in oilcloth, folded with care, the edges darkened but intact. Amaya’s breath catches unexpectedly. This does not feel like forgotten clutter. It feels intentional.

She carries the bundle to the table, cleans her hands twice before unwrapping it, and finds a stack of letters tied with faded ribbon. The paper is thick, the ink browned but legible, the handwriting precise and patient.

She hesitates.

This is the moment where curiosity becomes choice.

Amaya unties the ribbon and lifts the first letter.

It begins simply.

To my future wife.

The words land with a quiet force she is not prepared for. Something shifts in her chest, an ache she has no sensible explanation for. She reads on, slowly, the voice on the page intimate without presumption, tender without knowing who it is meant for yet.

The room feels smaller as she reads, not closed in, but closer, as though the cottage has leaned in to listen with her. Amaya swallows, surprised by the sudden heat behind her eyes.

“This is ridiculous,” she murmurs, though she does not stop reading.

By the time she reaches the end of the page, curiosity has softened into something deeper and less manageable. An ache, yes, but also recognition, the unsettling sense of being addressed across time.

Amaya sets the letter down carefully, as though it might bruise if handled too roughly, and exhales.

“Well,” she says to the empty room, voice unsteady despite her attempt at humour. “That’s certainly not on the renovation checklist.”

The cottage remains quiet, but the air feels warmer now, attentive in a way that makes her skin prickle.

Amaya gathers the letters back into their bundle, aware that whatever she has uncovered is not finished with her yet, and that something in her has already begun to listen back.


Chapter 3: A Name She Knows




Amaya tells herself, firmly and several times, that coincidence is not conspiracy, that the human brain is spectacularly good at inventing patterns when left alone with old houses and too much time.

She sits at the kitchen table with the letters spread before her, daylight slanting in through the small window in a way that makes everything look temporarily forgiving. Dust motes drift lazily in the pale air, turning without purpose, as though nothing unusual is happening at all. The kettle has boiled and cooled twice without her noticing. Her tea sits untouched, a faint skin forming on the surface, evidence of time passing without her consent.

She reads the next letter with deliberate care.

At first it feels safe enough. Observations about the cottage, written with an intimacy that suggests familiarity rather than intrusion. Notes about weather patterns, about how the damp settles more heavily on the eastern wall, about which rooms hold warmth longest through the night. The voice is steady, fond without sentimentality, attentive in a way that feels almost domestic. Amaya feels herself relax a fraction, her shoulders lowering as her eyes move across the page, the tension easing into something closer to curiosity.

Then she reaches the paragraph that steals her breath entirely.

He writes about a woman who tilts her head when she is concentrating, as though angling herself might coax the problem into better behaviour. About how she talks to inanimate objects when frustrated, negotiating with them as though they might apologise if given the chance. About the small mole near her collarbone, just to the left, a mark she has never mentioned to anyone because she forgets it exists until she catches sight of herself in the mirror while dressing.

Amaya’s hand flies to her chest.

Her pulse kicks hard, loud enough to hear in her ears, and the room seems to sharpen around her. She looks up abruptly, scanning the table, the doorway, the windows, as though the letter itself might be watching her read it, as though attention could travel backward along ink and time.
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