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Chapter One


The road into Deepcross was the kind that seemed to disappear behind you as soon as you passed it — no highway signs, no gas stations, just two cracked lanes swallowed on either side by pines. The GPS on Taylor’s phone had given up ten minutes ago, the blue dot frozen


somewhere in a green blur. She didn’t mind though; getting lost was the point.

She tightened her grip on the steering wheel, the leather warm from the August sun, and let the hum of the engine fill the silence. There was comfort in the monotony — just her, the road, and the weight of the decision she’d made less than a week ago.




When the house appeared, it did so all at once, like she’d driven through some invisible curtain. The trees broke, and there it was: three stories of weathered Victorian charm, its once-white siding dulled to the color of bone; the paint curled away from the trim in delicate flakes. A wraparound porch sagged slightly in the middle, the railing leaning forward as if to greet her, but she still saw the potential.


Taylor slowed the car, her chest tightening in a way she hadn’t expected; she told herself it was the anticipation, not the creeping unease she’d felt since signing the paperwork. The photos online had made the house look quaint, almost whimsical. In person, it had presence — the kind that made the hair on her arms stand up. She parked at the base of the gravel drive and cut the engine; for a moment, she just sat there, hands resting on the steering wheel, staring at the gabled windows that caught the afternoon light like eyes sparkling.




The front door opened before she reached the porch steps. The realtor, a wiry man with too-bright of teeth, stepped out with the kind of smile that never touched his eyes. “Ms. Greer,” he said, extending a hand. “Welcome to your new home.”

Taylor shook his hand and glanced past him, letting her eyes adjust to the shadowed interior. “It looks… bigger in person,” she said.

“It’s a solid structure,” he replied quickly, like that was the most important thing to know. “Good bones.”

Good bones. She’d heard that before — when she bought her first home with ceilings low enough to hear every creak of the floorboards, the same home where a stranger had once stood at the foot of her bed. She stepped into the front hall. The air inside was cooler than she expected, but stale, with the faint scent of dust and something metallic, like a coin held too long in the hand.


Light fell through the stained-glass transom over the door, scattering muted blues and reds onto the scuffed hardwood. The realtor walked her through the rooms, his voice bouncing off walls stripped bare of furniture. She let him talk because she didn’t need the sales pitch — she’d already bought the place without setting foot inside. Each doorway she crossed felt like crossing a threshold into

somewhere she shouldn’t be, but she pushed the thought away.


In the parlor, she paused. A bay window framed a view of the treeline in the distance, the greenery dense enough to swallow any sound. For a moment, she imagined someone standing there, just inside the shadows, watching the road.


“You’ll find it’s very private here,” the realtor said. Private. That was the other word people used when they meant isolated. By the time they reached the second floor, her legs ached from the narrow stairs, and the air felt warmer, heavier up here. The hallway stretched longer than it looked from the outside, doors spaced unevenly along the faded floral wallpaper. One of them stood ajar, a sliver of darkness showing beyond. Taylor slowed, glancing at it, but the realtor didn’t notice.

“This is your primary bedroom,” he said, sweeping a hand toward the end of the hall. Taylor looked back once before following, and the open door seemed to tilt wider in her peripheral vision. The tour ended in the kitchen, a relic of another decade — pale yellow cabinets chipped at the corners, a porcelain sink stained with faint rust rings. The realtor handed her the keys, cool and heavy in her palm.

“Congratulations,” he said. “I’ll leave you to get settled.”

When the door closed behind him, the silence rushed back in like water filling a void. Taylor set the keys on the counter and exhaled slowly; the house felt still, but not empty. Somewhere above her, a floorboard creaked — a long, deliberate sound that didn’t belong to settling wood; she told herself it was nothing, but she’s told herself the same thing before.


Chapter Two

By late afternoon, the sun slid low on the horizon and turned the house’s shadow long and crooked across the yard. Taylor stood at the kitchen window holding a glass of water, watching dust drift through the last gold light. She’d unpacked the essentials — a kettle, a few dishes, a single suitcase — and left the rest sealed in boxes; it felt strange to arrange her things here, like she was moving into a

stranger’s skin.

The quiet here was different from her old neighborhood; back in the city, even at night, there’d been the distant hum of traffic, the occasional siren, a kind of urban heartbeat you could set your watch to. Here, the silence was complete

— no cars, no footsteps, not even birdsong. The absence pressed at her ears until she could hear the faint click of the refrigerator cycling on and off. When the last of the light drained from the sky, she turned on the kitchen lamp, and the glow pooled on the counter, leaving the corners of the room to dissolve into shadow.


She carried her overnight bag upstairs, the wooden steps complaining under her weight. The hallway felt narrower in the dark, the faded floral wallpaper closing in on either side. Halfway down, she noticed that same door from earlier — the one she’d seen cracked open during the


realtor’s tour — was shut tight now. She paused, her fingers brushing the cool brass of the knob. Don’t, she told herself. Not tonight.


Her bedroom was simple: a wrought iron bed frame, a bare mattress, and a dresser that was left behind by the previous owner. The single window in the bedroom overlooked the treeline, now turned a black wall under the moon. She locked it out of habit and pulled the curtains closed. Downstairs, the house gave a long, settling groan.

Taylor sat on the bed, tugging off her boots; the last time she’d been in a bedroom this empty, it had been the night of the invasion. Her skin prickled at the memory, not the sound of the break-in, but the stillness afterward, the way the air had seemed to hold its breath. She changed into an old T-shirt and lay down, telling herself she needed rest. Sleep, however, won’t come easily; the mattress springs popped faintly when she shifted her body weight to get comfortable.

Somewhere in the house, a floorboard creaked. She held her breath, listening. It came again — two slow steps, above her, coming from the room directly over her own. Her first instinct was to grab her phone, but there was no cell service here, and it wasn’t like she had anyone left to call who would show up at her door.

She stared up at the ceiling, the sound fading into silence. After a long minute, she told herself it had been the house settling: old wood, temperature changes, nothing more. She reached over, turned off the lamp, and lay in the dark. Above her, something moved again.

Chapter Three

Morning came thin and gray, the kind of light that made everything look like a photograph left too long in the sun. Taylor woke with the stiff ache of a poor night’s sleep and the faint memory of steps above her, a detail that felt both undeniable and impossible in daylight. She made tea on the old stove, watching the kettle rattle as it warmed, and told herself that today she would make the house livable—new locks, fresh bulbs, a broom thick enough to bully dust out of the corners. Which meant she would be going into town for the first time since purchasing the house, and she could feel the anxiety slowly rising in her chest at the thought.

The road to Deepcross ran along a shallow creek, its water the color of bottle glass, and the fog clung to the banks and drifted in low ribbons across the asphalt; she kept the window cracked just enough to smell wet earth and cedar. Her hands were steady on the wheel. If she focused on errands, on lists and receipts, she could keep her mind in a narrow corridor where nothing dangerous could follow.

Deepcross announced itself with a hand-painted sign nailed to a post along the side of the road: WELCOME TO DEEPCROSS—POP. 1,842. Beyond it, the town unraveled along a single main street lined with brick storefronts, their windows dressed in fading displays. A barber pole turned on a slow motor, a secondhand shop had dresses in the window that had gone out of style and come back again, and farther down, a diner leaned into the corner like it had been poured there and left to harden.

She parked in front of the hardware store, and when she walked in, the bell on the door announced her with a bright, old-fashioned chime. Inside, the air smelled like rope, fertilizer, and cold metal; pegboards climbed the walls in

neat grids: padlocks, hasps, hinges, screws sleeping in clear plastic drawers. A man behind the counter glanced up from a newspaper, then from her face to the city plates on her car visible through the glass, then back to her again.


“Morning,” he said. The word came out cautious rather than friendly.

“Good morning.” Taylor set her list on the counter. “I need exterior deadbolts, a pry bar, door shims, wood filler, weather stripping, and—” She scanned the aisles. “— flashlight batteries.”

"Deadbolts are aisle three, right side. The rest you’ll find if you follow the squeak.” He nodded toward a stretch of floorboards that complained under the slightest weight.

“Batteries are at the register.” She moved through the aisles, filling a red plastic basket until the handle bit into her palm. She found herself counting the steps between rows and noting exits without


meaning to, old habits woven into bone. When she set everything on the counter, the man turned each item in his hands, ringing them up slowly, as if every barcode told a story.


“You out at the Harrow place?” he asked without looking up.

She did not let the name show on her face. “The Victorian on Dovewood,” she said.

“Mhm.” He slid a deadbolt across the scanner, its chirp too loud in the quiet store. “That house has had more locks than sense.”

“I prefer both,” Taylor said. He huffed, which could have been a laugh. “If the upstairs windows stick, rub a little candle wax in the tracks. It won’t fix the wood, but it’ll get you by for a while.” He bagged her purchases and, only then, met her eyes. “If you need help with anything heavy, you can call Eddie. He’s out back.” The way he said it made it sound less like a service and more like advice.

“Thank you.” She added batteries from the small display at the counter. As he counted the change, she asked, “Do you have copies of property blueprints? Or know where I could find them?”

“County office keeps most records,” he said. “What you’ll find here is gossip and wrenches.”

“I might need both.”

He slid the bag toward her. “Folks in this town don’t forget easily. They just don’t like to remember out loud.”

Back on the street, the town moved in slow, practical rhythms; a woman swept the stoop of the dress shop with a straw broom, two teenagers in work boots shouldered a crate between them and loaded it into a pickup. Taylor crossed the road to the diner, drawn by the promise of

 strong coffee and a table where her back could sit against a wall.




Inside, the diner was a long room with a low ceiling and a run of red vinyl booths along the windows. The special of the day—meatloaf—was chalked onto a blackboard above the pass. A waitress with a neat bun and a pen tucked behind one ear dropped a menu in front of Taylor before she could ask.

“You’re new,” the woman said, not unkindly. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.” Taylor wrapped her hands around the thick ceramic mug when it came, letting the heat sink into her fingers. She ordered eggs and toast because they were simple and ordinary; ordinary for her felt like a lifetime ago. Through the glass, she watched the street breathe: a dog tied to a lamppost, its leash curling and uncurling with its movements; a school bus that paused long enough for the diner to empty into looking; the clerk from the

hardware store stepping out to smoke, his face tilted to the thin sun as if measuring it.

“Where you staying?” the waitress asked when she returned with the plate.

“Dovewood,” Taylor said. “On the edge of town.”

“Oh.” The woman shifted her weight, as if she’d almost stepped on something sharp. “Pretty out there.”

“It is.”

“You’ll want to get a dehumidifier for the basement,” she said, recovering. “Summer’ll turn a good house into a soft one if you let it.”

“Thank you.” Taylor ate slowly, aware of how conversation at nearby tables flattened in the seconds after she spoke and then lifted again with deliberate care; the awareness wasn’t paranoia; it was attention. When she finished, she left a generous tip that the waitress tried to push back until Taylor insisted. On her way to the door, an old man in a cap touched two fingers to the brim and tilted it. His eyes were pale and steady. “Some places don’t like to be

reopened,” he said.





“I’m just changing locks,” Taylor replied, trying to hide her


uncertainty about the man’s words.





“Locks won’t matter,” he said, as if it were neither comfort



nor threat, just fact.





She carried the weight of his words with her down the block, wondering what he could have meant by the comment. The county records office was a red brick cube with mismatched blinds in the windows. Inside, fluorescent lights hummed and turned the air the color of paper, and a receptionist directed her to a counter where a woman in her sixties sorted manila folders into stacks that looked like small, weary cities.


“I’m looking for property records,” Taylor said.





“Blueprints, if you have them. Dovewood Road, number fifty-one.”




The woman’s hands did not pause. “You’ll need Form 37-B to request copies, and the turnaround is two to three weeks unless expedited.”

“I can fill it out now.” 

“There’s a fee.”




“That’s fine.” Taylor said, started to hide her annoyance with the statements.




The woman slid a single-page form across the counter, and Taylor filled the lines with her careful, lawyer’s hand. When she handed it back, the woman glanced at the address, squinted, and then positioned the form at the very bottom of a new stack.

“Is there a public copy I can view?” Taylor asked.

 “Not for that property,” the woman said.




“Why not?” Taylor asked, finally letting her irritation bleed though.

“Because there isn’t.” The woman smiled without softening. “We’ll be in touch.”

Outside again, the day had brightened, shadows trimmed to precise edges as the sun began to reach its height in the sky. Taylor walked the length of Main and turned down a cross street that led toward a narrow square. At one corner stood a low building with a painted wood sign that read THE MILL—CAFÉ BY DAY, BAR BY NIGHT. She pushed the door and found two rooms divided by a half wall: small round tables at the front, and a polished bar in the back that looked like it had been burnished by a thousand elbows.

A woman behind the bar was polishing a glass that didn’t need polishing as Taylor walked toward the counter. She was in her forties, with dark hair pulled back and eyes that missed nothing. “Kitchen’s closed,” she said, friendly enough, “but I can pour you something you’ll call lunch.”





“Just water,” Taylor said. “And maybe some information.”


“That costs more.” The woman poured water anyway and set it down on a square napkin. “What’s the question?”

“Do you know who I’d talk to about old house plans? Historical records? I tried the county office already.”

“You and every genealogist who’s ever put on comfortable shoes.” The woman leaned her hip into the bar. “You after a story or a diagram?”

“Both.”

“Then you want Mr. Fallow at the historical society—two blocks over, the stone building that looks like it’s never forgiven the quarry; he’s there during the afternoons.”

“Thank you.” Taylor took a sip, the water tasting faintly of copper pipes. “Do you know the house on Dovewood? The Victorian?”




The bartender’s smile flickered, then settled back into place. “I know of it.”

“I bought it.”

“Then I know you.” She tapped a finger lightly on the bar, a sound like a low metronome. “We get a new owner for that house every so often. You all come in for the same things—locks, coffee, directions to the records office. Sometimes the church. Sometimes not.” 

“And then?”

“Then they decide if the house is a project or a problem.” She lifted a shoulder. “Most of them don’t stay long enough to finish either.”

“How come?”


“Because projects take hands, and problems take heart.” The woman took the glass back and set it upside down to dry. “Mr. Fallow will tell you about the town and the house; he has a kinder way with it.”

Taylor thanked her and left a bill under the water glass, but the woman didn’t reach for it until Taylor turned to go.

The historical society sat in a pocket of shade made deeper by the broad shoulders of old maples, and the building was indeed stone, the kind that allowed its cool to breathe through mortar. Inside, the air smelled like old paper and a trace of lemon oil; a brass bell on the counter chimed when she touched it, and somewhere in the back a chair scraped.

A man appeared wearing a sweater vest as if the season were a suggestion rather than a fact. His hair was the white of spilled salt. “Yes,” he said, as if she’d already asked. “What is it you’re hoping to find?”


“I’m looking for the blueprints for a property on Dovewood,” Taylor said. “And any historical records, if possible. I’m trying to repair, not restore, and I want to understand what’s been done so far.”

He studied her for a long beat, his eyes unhurried. “Why did you buy it?”


The question was not the one she expected, but it was the one she answered. “Because I needed to,” she said.

He nodded, either satisfied or unwilling to argue with her response. “We have some plans,” he said. “but not all of them. Deepcross has a way of misplacing the pieces it

doesn’t want to see.” 





He gestured her into a small reading room lined with vertical map drawers. He slid one open and drew out a roll of blue paper that unfurled with the sound of a slow breath. The original lines were crisp: a central hall, twin parlors, a dining room at the back, kitchen beyond, two staircases, and—upstairs—rooms arranged with the symmetry of a face. It was a version of her house she recognized in the way a person recognizes themselves in a childhood photo.
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