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Prologue
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The road curved along the creek like a silver thread unraveling through the dark. Headlights brushed against the water, against the fog that coiled low and restless, as if the earth itself were exhaling.

Tessa Wren drove with the windows up, though she swore she could smell the night air inside the car—wet stone, withered leaves, and the faintest trace of something metallic. She gripped the wheel tighter. She had not meant to come back here, but the crimson-stained papers had left her no choice.

The house emerged at the end of the road. Black shutters, gray stone, rooflines sharp against the moon. Its windows caught the light, alive for a moment, then dead again.

She cut the engine. Silence rushed in, heavy and listening. The rosebush by the gate sagged under the weight of its own thorns, a few brittle blossoms hanging like secrets that should have been buried.

For a moment she sat there, her breath fogging faintly in the glass. Then her eyes lifted—

—to the second floor.


A shadow moved across the window.

Or perhaps only the trick of fog.



Her heart knew better.


The past was not finished with her.

And she was no longer certain she wanted it to be.
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Chapter One: The Return
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The sedan crunched over the gravel drive, tires slipping slightly on the rain-slick stones. The road had wound for miles through the woods, each curve drawing them deeper into silence until the house revealed itself at last. It sat at the edge of the trees like something abandoned by time, ivy clutching its stone walls, windows dark and unreadable. Fog clung to the hills beyond, seeping down the slope as if the land itself exhaled sorrow.

Tessa Wren pressed her palm against the cool window glass, heart skittering in her chest. Childhood memory rose unbidden: the faint perfume of lilies at her mother’s funeral, the ache of small fingers clutching her aunt’s hand as this very house swallowed her grief whole. She hadn’t returned since. Until now.

The car door slammed. Miles Wren emerged, tall and broad-shouldered, his jacket collar pulled up against the drizzle. He retrieved the first suitcase from the trunk, the motion brisk, as if efficiency could shield him from the unease settling over them both.

“You sure about this?” he asked, his voice low, practical. He glanced at the house the way one might glance at a casket—reluctant, wary, but resigned.

Tessa stepped out, boots sinking into damp earth. The cold hit her immediately, sharper here than on the road, a stillness in the air that felt unnatural. “I need to be here,” she said. “Just two weeks. That’s all.”

Miles hefted the suitcase, lips pressing into a thin line. “Doesn’t look like the kind of place that’s missed you.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. He wasn’t wrong. The house loomed, unwelcoming, its windows catching what little light remained of the gray afternoon. They seemed to watch, to listen.

“It’s just a house,” Miles said finally, his tone attempting reassurance. But the words fell flat, absorbed by the damp air.

As if in answer, the wind shifted. A shutter banged somewhere above, sudden and sharp. Tessa flinched. Miles muttered a curse under his breath, gripping the handle of the second suitcase as though he might use it as a weapon.

She forced herself forward, up the stone steps slick with moss. The heavy oak door yielded reluctantly to her touch, groaning as it swung inward. The air inside rushed out to meet her—stale, cold, carrying with it a faint, almost metallic tang. Like old ink. Like something kept too long in silence.

For a moment she hesitated on the threshold. Then, with a breath she couldn’t quite steady, Tessa crossed into the house.

Behind her, Miles followed with the luggage, his footsteps echoing in the hollow space.

Something in the walls seemed to stir, subtle as breath.

The parlor smelled faintly of dust and something floral gone bitter with age. Faded wallpaper clung in strips to the walls, its once-bright roses curling at the edges. A lace-draped table sat in the center of the room, two teacups poised as if their owners might return at any moment. The tea inside had long since evaporated to a sticky residue, dark rings staining the porcelain.

Tessa trailed her fingers along the mantle, tracing dust patterns where objects had once rested. “She used to keep it perfect,” she murmured. Her aunt Eleanor had been meticulous, never a cushion out of place, never a teacup left unwashed. Until she wasn’t. Until the house itself betrayed her hands.

A clock on the far wall gave a sudden, single tick — sharp and hollow. Then silence.

Tessa froze, her breath caught in her throat. For a heartbeat, she swore she could hear the echo of her mother’s laughter layered into the walls, brittle but warm. She had been eight when the house had last felt alive. Old enough to memorize the rhythm of her mother’s laugh, too young to imagine how final its absence would become. In this very parlor, sunlight had once spilled in stripes across the worn carpet, and she had danced in the beams like a child trying to catch butterflies. Her mother had sat on the velvet chair by the window, clapping along, her smile as bright and sure as the tune on the phonograph. Tessa had twirled until she fell in a heap of giggles at her mother’s feet, only to be swept up in arms that smelled faintly of lavender and smoke from the kitchen stove.

It was safety. Not the kind measured in bolts and locks, but the wordless assurance of belonging. Safety that meant her mother would always choose her first, always hold her close when the shadows gathered. The memory was so sharp she could still feel the weight of her mother’s hand smoothing down her hair, the quiet kiss to her crown, the whispered promise: You’re my world, Tess.

But that had been the last summer. By autumn, there was the illness, and by winter, the funeral. At eight years old, she had learned how silence could hollow a house in ways no absence of furniture ever could.

The house had passed into Aunt Eleanor’s hands, and with it, all the memories. Tessa was sent away to school, to cousins, to anywhere but here, while Eleanor filled the rooms with her own order. For a while, the house had been cared for—every vase polished, every doily fresh. Then, over time, things slipped. Letters unanswered, curtains drawn more often than opened. By the time Tessa was old enough to return, it no longer felt like her mother’s house. It no longer felt like hers.

And yet, the walls remembered. The parlor seemed to breathe with echoes. The silence pressed close, not hostile but suffocating, as if urging her to remember not just what she had lost, but what the house itself refused to let go.

Her chest tightened. It was the kind of safety she hadn’t found again. Not with friends. Not with Miles. Not with anyone. Always a grasping at shadows, trying to return to something that dissolved the moment she reached for it.

The ache in her chest was immediate. She blinked hard and the vision dissolved, leaving only dust, silence, and the ghost of warmth that had never stayed.

Miles watched her from near the table, suitcase still in hand. He tried on a smile. “Well,” he said, “it’s not the Ritz, but at least it’s got... charm.”

The attempt landed flat, his voice bouncing against the hollow room. He shrugged, softening. “Tess, maybe this isn’t what you need. Maybe it’s better to just let go. The past... it’s not exactly kind.”

Her gaze cut to him, sharp, defensive. “I didn’t come here to forget.”

He held her stare a beat too long before looking away. His hand brushed a dusty doily on the arm of a chair, then fell to his side.

They moved on together, their footsteps whispering against warped floorboards. In the study hallway, Tessa reached for a brass handle dulled by time. The door resisted, unmoved. She jiggled it again, harder. Locked.

Miles leaned over her shoulder. “Probably something legal,” he said. “Executor hasn’t opened it yet. Paperwork and wills and all that.”

Tessa stared at the keyhole. A faint draft seeped through, carrying the unmistakable scent of ink and smoke. Her fingers lingered on the knob as though the door itself waited, listening.

She stepped back, unsettled. “Maybe.”

But she didn’t believe it.

But Tessa lingered in the parlor doorway, unwilling to leave yet. For her, it wasn’t just a house. It was the last place she’d felt safe, and that made it both a sanctuary and a wound. The walls seemed to know, and in their silence, they refused to agree with Miles.

The knock came just as Tessa was rinsing out the teacups they hadn’t used. It echoed through the hollow house like a summons. Miles, sprawled at the kitchen table with his phone, muttered, “Finally. Maybe Amazon delivers to haunted estates.”

Tessa gave him a look before opening the door.

Maisie Fairrow stood on the porch, umbrella tucked under one arm and a casserole dish balanced in her hands. She was shorter than Tessa remembered, her curls gone silver but her eyes bright with the same nosy sparkle. “Well, well. If it isn’t little Tessa Wren,” she chirped, nudging her way inside before being invited. “And this must be the husband. Lord help you both.”

Miles arched an eyebrow. “We already need help? We just got here.”

Maisie chuckled but didn’t answer, setting the casserole down with a clatter. “Your aunt Eleanor kept her house... interesting. I suppose you’ve seen the wallpaper peeling, the clocks stopping?”

“Just a little dust,” Tessa said softly, though her stomach knotted.

Miles smirked. “Dust with personality. Very aggressive dust.”

Maisie ignored him, patting Tessa’s hand. “I brought something warm. You’ll need it in this place. Cold seeps in, even in August.” Her voice dropped, sly. “Of course, it wasn’t just your aunt who gave people reason to talk. Evelyn Wrenthrope, now—”

Tessa stiffened. “Who?”

Maisie leaned closer. “She’s not the only one who disappeared around here, you know. It’s always the pretty ones the house wants.”

Miles made a strangled laugh. “Oh, terrific. Creepy folklore, right on schedule. Maybe throw in a headless horseman while you’re at it.”

Tessa shot him a warning glance, but Maisie’s eyes twinkled. “Skeptics don’t last long here, young man. Skeptics don’t listen.”

Miles rolled his eyes and muttered, “Good thing we’re only here two weeks.”

Maisie gave a sharp little smile at that — as if she knew better. Then, more casually: “You’ll likely see Julian Rowan down by the cemetery. He takes care of the place now. Handsome boy, though peculiar. The land remembers his family.”

Tessa felt Miles stiffen beside her, as if the name itself were a rival. He forced a smile. “Fantastic. A cemetery tour guide. Exactly the neighbor I hoped for.”

Maisie, seemingly satisfied with the little ripples she’d caused, tapped the casserole dish. “Heat it before it spoils. This house has a way of... spoiling things.” Then she left, umbrella snapping open into the rain.

The silence that followed was heavy. Miles broke it with a sigh. “What a ray of sunshine. Did you invite her?”

Tessa didn’t answer. Her hand lingered on the doorframe where Maisie’s shadow had passed, as if the old woman’s words had soaked into the wood.

The door clicked shut behind Maisie, and the drizzle on the porch swallowed the last sound of her umbrella. The silence inside was thicker now, heavy as the ivy on the house walls.

Miles slumped back into the chair, drumming his fingers on the casserole dish. “Well. That was fun. Your welcoming committee really nailed the whole ‘creepy old bat with folklore’ vibe.”

Tessa crossed her arms. “She was being kind. She brought food.”

“Kind?” He snorted. “She practically cursed the house before dessert. ‘Pretty ones disappear.’ Great bedtime story. Exactly what you needed to hear your first night back.”

Tessa bristled. “You don’t understand. People here—this house—they don’t forget. They cling to what’s gone.”

Miles looked at her then, exasperated. “Yeah, and you’re starting to sound just like them. Tessa, it’s four walls and a roof. A sagging one, at that. Why torture yourself with old ghosts? Two weeks here is already too long.”

Her throat tightened. “It isn’t torture. It’s remembering. It’s the only place I ever felt...” She stopped, searching for the word. “Safe. With her. With my mother. Even when it scares me, this house is—was—ours.”

Miles stood, pacing. “Safe? You call this safe? You’ve had nothing but bad dreams since we crossed the county line. This house isn’t safe, Tess. It’s a mausoleum. And you’re burying yourself in it.”

His words stung. She turned from him, fingers brushing the carved edge of the doorframe as though it might anchor her. “You don’t have to stay. I told you I needed to do this.”

A beat of silence. The rain pressed against the windows like fingers.

“I’m not leaving you here alone,” Miles said finally, his voice softer but edged with frustration. “But don’t ask me to believe in all this... rot.”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. The house had already answered for her — the groan of old wood, the whisper of rain slipping through cracks, the chill draft coiling around her ankles.

Miles’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t push. He let the silence breathe, though uneasily.

Then, as if something had been gnawing at him since Maisie’s visit, he said, “That cemetery thing—what was that about? Julian someone? You know him?”

Tessa blinked. “No. I’ve never met him.”

Miles studied her, the lines of worry sharpening. “Maisie made it sound like you should. Like he’s... part of this history.” He glanced at the fogged window, toward where the land sloped into dark hills. “I don’t like it. Some stranger hanging around your family’s graves, and people just accept it? He’s probably some drifter who never left.”

“Miles...” Her voice was quiet, almost pleading. “Don’t start.”

“I just want to know what we’re walking into here. That’s all.”

The house creaked overhead. A floorboard sighing, or something else shifting in the dark. Tessa pressed her palm against the doorframe, grounding herself.

“I told you,” she whispered, more to herself than him. “I need to be here.”

Miles didn’t answer. His silence was its own uneasy vow.

The argument still clung to her skin like humidity when Miles grabbed his jacket.

“I’ll check out the hardware store,” he said. “See if they’ve got something to keep the windows from rattling all night.” His tone carried more irritation than practicality, but he kissed her temple before leaving, a silent truce.

The sound of the car rolling down the gravel drive vanished into the hush of rain. The house seemed to listen, as though aware it had her to itself now.

Tessa stood in the upstairs hallway, suitcase handle in hand, unsure which room to claim. Her mother’s room felt forbidden, her aunt’s even more so. She finally chose the guest bedroom — the one with pale wallpaper patterned in faded violets, the one she thought might demand the least of her memories.

The door groaned as she pushed it open. Dust had gathered in the corners, though the bed was neatly made. She set her suitcase on the quilt, unzipped it, and began the small ritual of unpacking. Shirts folded into the dresser. A toothbrush propped against the washstand. These ordinary acts felt hollow, like trying to impose normalcy on a place that rejected it.

She opened the closet to hang a dress, and her breath caught. A cardboard box sat on the floor, its edges softened by age, the flaps bowed as though it had been opened and closed too many times.

Her pulse quickened.

She crouched and pulled it out. Dust clouded up, stinging her eyes.

Inside were fragments of another life. A ribbon, pale blue, still carrying the faint scent of lavender. A worn leather-bound book with gilt edges rubbed away by time. And a rose — pressed flat between two sheets of parchment, brittle but preserved. She lifted it gingerly, her thumb brushing the thin paper.

The pressed flower felt like a relic, a whisper of her mother’s hand placing it there. Tessa’s throat tightened. She could almost hear her voice — warm, laughing, before the weight of illness hollowed it out.

But the memory that rose unbidden was not laughter.

She was eight years old. Standing in this very hallway, barefoot, wearing the blue ribbon her mother had tied into her hair that morning. The door to the parlor had been ajar, voices spilling through.

Her mother’s voice — sharp, rare in its anger.

“You can’t keep secrets buried forever, Eleanor. She’ll find out.”

Her aunt’s reply — hushed, urgent.

“She’s a child. Let her stay that way. The truth will only break her.”

Then silence, thick as stone. Tessa remembered pressing her ear to the doorframe, too young to understand but old enough to feel the tremor of something forbidden.

The memory dissolved, leaving her with the ribbon trembling in her hands. She clutched it to her chest, her heartbeat too loud in the hush of the room.

She set the items carefully back in the box, except for the book. Its cover cracked as she opened it, revealing faint handwriting along the margins — notes in her mother’s script. A line of poetry stared back at her: “What the ink cannot confess, the blood remembers.”

A shiver traveled her spine.

The mirror above the dresser caught her movement. She glanced at it — and froze. For a heartbeat, her reflection shimmered, as though light bent wrong across the glass. Her eyes seemed darker, her face thinner. The room itself appeared older in that fleeting moment, stripped of its order, as if showing her another time.

She blinked, and the illusion snapped away. Only her own pale face remained, wide-eyed, breath unsteady.

“Just the storm,” she whispered, though she hadn’t noticed lightning.

She turned back toward the bed, but a prickling sensation crawled across her neck. The kind of awareness that made the air feel denser, as though someone else occupied it. Slowly, she turned her head toward the corner of the room.

Nothing.

Nothing but shadow gathering thicker than it should have, where the lamplight failed to reach.

Still, the pressure of unseen eyes lingered, heavy and unyielding.

Tessa gripped the book tighter, her mother’s handwriting pressing into her palm. For the first time since arriving, the house didn’t feel like memory. It felt alive.

The bell over the hardware store door gave a hollow clang as Miles pushed it open. The warmth inside hit him immediately, a stark contrast to the damp chill of the rain-soaked street. The place smelled of cedar, motor oil, and something faintly metallic — an old-world aroma that made him feel as though he’d stepped back decades.

A man behind the counter, late fifties with a beard gone to gray, glanced up. His nod was polite, but not warm.

Miles walked the narrow aisle, scanning for anything useful — screws, weather stripping, maybe something to wedge against the drafty windows. It was all a cover. What he really needed was air, space away from that house that clung to Tessa like cobwebs.

Two women lingered near the seed packets, pretending to browse. Their whispers weren’t quiet enough.

“That must be him.”

“Not what I pictured.”

“Doesn’t look like a Rowan at all.”

Miles stiffened. He grabbed a package of nails he didn’t need. “Afternoon,” he muttered.

The women turned, startled, and gave stiff smiles. “Afternoon,” one echoed. Their eyes lingered too long before they turned back to their hushed conversation.

He moved deeper into the store. Every aisle felt narrower than the last. A young clerk, barely out of high school, hovered at the end of the paint section. He, too, watched Miles with a curiosity that was almost predatory.

Finally, Miles approached the counter. “You got anything for old window frames? Something to keep ‘em from rattling?”

The bearded man leaned on the counter, considering him. “You staying up at the Wren place?”

Miles hesitated. “Yeah. Just for a while.”

A pause stretched long. “Figures. Haven’t seen anyone in there since Miss Eleanor passed. Shame about her.” The man slid a box of putty and some weather strips across the counter, but his eyes never left Miles’s face. “You folks alone out there?”

Miles bristled. “Why?”

The man shrugged, too casually. “Just curious. Not many come back after leaving. House has... a way of holding onto people. Or letting them go.” His voice lowered. “Depends which it wants.”

Miles stared at him, jaw tight. “It’s just a house,” he said, more to convince himself than anyone else.

The clerk tilted his head. “Funny. Thought you might’ve been one of the Rowans.” His eyes lingered. “You favor Julian some. Folks get uneasy about that sort of thing.”

Miles froze, pulse skipping. “Rowan?”

“Julian Rowan,” the clerk said, as though it should be obvious. “Keeps to the old cemetery down the hill. You kin?”

Miles laughed, sharp and humorless. “Never heard of him.”

The clerk didn’t press, just gave that small, knowing nod country people give when they don’t believe you. “Strange. Thought for sure...” He slid the receipt across the counter. “Town remembers faces, is all. Careful out there. This place has a way of pulling folks into its stories.”

When Miles left, the whispers started again — two men by the door speaking too low to catch, except for the name. Rowan.

But when he turned, he caught sight of the women by the seed rack again. They weren’t pretending anymore. They were flat-out staring.

Miles strode to the door, the bell clanging sharp as he pushed into the rain. The street outside was nearly empty, but he felt eyes following him all the way back to the car.

As he started the engine, he muttered, “This whole place is insane.” His grip on the wheel whitened his knuckles. He didn’t know if he was more afraid of the house, or of the way everyone in this town already seemed to think it belonged to them.

The front door creaked open, letting in a slice of cold mist before Miles shoved it shut. His boots thudded against the entryway floorboards, heavier than they needed to be.

Tessa, unpacking in the hallway, looked up. “Did you find what you needed?”

Miles dropped the bag of odds and ends onto the side table with more force than necessary. “Yeah. Found plenty I didn’t need, too.”

She frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He raked a hand through his damp hair. “Every person in that store looked at me like I was some kind of ghost. One guy — the clerk — straight-up asked if I was related to Julian Rowan. Said I looked like him.”

Her breath hitched at the name, though she tried to cover it by folding a sweater more carefully than needed. “Julian takes care of the cemetery. That’s all.”

Miles’s jaw tightened. “That’s all? Because from the way everyone acted, you’d think he’s the bloody mayor of this place. Or worse.” He stepped closer. “Why does everyone here know his name? Why does his face matter enough that they’re confusing him with me?”

Tessa set the sweater down, forcing herself to meet his eyes. “Because this town remembers things. Names. Stories. It doesn’t mean anything.”

He let out a dry laugh. “Doesn’t mean anything? They thought I was kin to him, Tess. And you—you didn’t even blink when I said his name. Like you’ve been expecting it.”

Her stomach twisted. “Julian’s not... he’s not what you think. He’s just part of this place, like the rest of its history.”

“History you’re hell-bent on clinging to.” His voice cracked, softer now, almost pleading. “You don’t even see what it’s doing to you. We could leave. Tonight. Just... go.”

Tessa shook her head, her hands trembling as she gathered the sweater to her chest. “I can’t. Not yet. Not until I understand.”

The silence between them stretched. For a moment, Miles just stood there, shoulders tight, face shadowed with doubt. Then he exhaled, long and weary, and stepped forward. He wrapped his arms around her, sweater and all, pulling her into the warmth of his chest.

“I just don’t want to lose you to this place,” he murmured into her hair.

Her reply was quiet, almost a whisper. “You won’t.”

But in the pause that followed, the house seemed to disagree, its silence pressing in like a third presence in the room.

The storm outside had slowed to a steady drizzle, but the house still creaked with the strain of damp wood and restless wind. Miles came up from the hallway carrying a toolbox, muttering under his breath about the old hinges.

“Move,” he said gently, nudging Tessa aside as he crouched before the stubborn study door. He set the box down, tugged at the knob, and shook his head. “Not locked. Just swollen shut from the rain.” He wedged a flathead screwdriver between the frame and the door, giving it a sharp jolt.

With a groan like a long-held sigh, the door gave way.

The smell met them first — old paper, ink, and something floral, like roses pressed between heavy books. Dust swirled in the narrow shaft of moonlight filtering through the curtains.

Tessa hesitated on the threshold. She hadn’t seen the study since she was a child. Back then, it had been off-limits, a place her mother and Aunt Eleanor treated with quiet reverence. A shrine, almost.

Miles flicked on his flashlight, sweeping it across the room. “Well, that’s anticlimactic,” he said. “No ghosts, no monsters. Just taxes and mildew.”

Bookshelves lined the walls, crowded with faded spines. An antique typewriter sat on a desk beneath the window, its black metal dulled by time. Ledgers and yellowing papers were stacked with obsessive neatness. The air was thick, unmoving, as if no one had opened this room in decades.

Tessa stepped in slowly, her hand grazing the edge of a bookshelf. She traced her fingers over embossed letters on leather bindings, names she didn’t recognize, titles that felt older than the house itself. Her breath caught when her gaze landed on the roll-top desk in the corner.

Her mother’s desk.

The wood gleamed faintly beneath layers of dust. She remembered standing at its side as a child, watching her mother’s fingers dance across paper, the scratch of pen ink filling the silence. That desk had always been a place of secrets, where letters were written and then tucked away.

She pulled at one of the small drawers. It resisted. The second came free with a squeak, revealing only a dried-up inkwell. She tugged at the third. It stuck fast. With a grunt, she pried at it, nails catching in the groove until suddenly it gave, scraping open with a rasp.

Something slipped forward inside — not papers, not pens. Just a single envelope.

It was the color of dried blood.

Deep crimson. Smooth. No postage. No seal. No name.

Tessa’s throat tightened. She picked it up carefully, as though it might burn her fingers. The paper felt warm, almost... alive. The dim lamplight caught faint shadows shifting across its surface, like veins or ink bleeding beneath the paper’s skin.

Her stomach lurched. She shook it gently. Empty. Or was it? Something moved — or seemed to — a flutter against her palm that vanished as quickly as it came.

Miles leaned against the doorframe, eyebrows raised. “Well?”

She swallowed hard, holding it out to him. “It was in her desk.”

He took it, turned it over in his hands. “It’s just an envelope, Tess.” He even gave it a sniff. “Smells like a stationery shop and mold. Not exactly a demonic artifact.” He laughed, trying to lighten the mood. “What’s next? A haunted paperclip? It’s just paper, Tess. You want me to mail it to the Ghostbusters?”

But Tessa didn’t laugh. The weight of the crimson envelope pressed on her chest like a stone. She reached out quickly and took it back, slipping it into her jacket pocket.

“Don’t open it,” she whispered. “Not yet.”

Miles studied her a moment, his expression caught between irritation and concern. Finally, he nodded. “Fine. But tomorrow, I’m buying you a brand-new notebook. One that doesn’t come with... whatever this is.”

She forced a small smile, though her hands trembled. She could still feel it pulsing faintly in her pocket — a heartbeat that wasn’t hers.

And though she didn’t say it aloud, she already knew: some doors should stay unopened.

Upstairs, the guest bedroom carried the faint chill of stone. The lamp on the nightstand threw a weak amber glow across the quilt, catching dust that spun like ash.

Miles tossed his shirt onto a chair and stretched, the day’s irritation softening into something else as he slid under the covers. “Come on,” he said, patting the empty space beside him. “We survived the creepy desk and the haunted envelope. Don’t you think we’ve earned... a reward?”

Tessa smiled faintly, though her eyes lingered on the jacket she’d draped over the chair — the crimson envelope hidden in its pocket.

Miles leaned closer, lips brushing her shoulder. “You’ve been tense since we got here. Let me fix that.”

She let him kiss her, but the weight of the house pressed in. The faint creak of beams above them. The draft curling under the door. For a moment she thought of the desk drawer snapping open, of the envelope’s paper warming against her palm.

Her body stayed stiff, her mind wandering elsewhere.

Miles pulled back just slightly, searching her face. “Tess?”

She forced a smile, running her fingers through his hair. “I’m just tired. Long drive, long day.”

He exhaled, disappointed but not angry, and kissed her forehead. “Fine. Tomorrow you owe me,” he teased, though the edge of longing in his voice gave it weight.

When he drifted toward sleep, Tessa lay awake, eyes tracing cracks in the ceiling that looked too much like veins.

The house slept uneasily.

Rain whispered at the glass, wind threading through the ivy that clung to the walls. Miles’s breathing was steady beside her, the rhythm of someone who could shut out the world with the flick of a switch. Tessa envied him for that. Her own thoughts tangled in shadows that stretched long and crooked across the ceiling.

She drifted at last, her mind carrying her elsewhere.

In her dream, the garden spread wide beneath a bone-white moon. The roses were in bloom though she knew it was autumn, their petals unnaturally bright — blood red, velvet soft. At the edge of the garden, just beyond the fence where the woods pressed close, a woman stood.

Her dress was the same crimson as the envelope. Her hair fell dark and heavy against pale skin. She was turned slightly, as if waiting.

Then the woman’s face lifted.

Not a stranger’s face. Familiar. Her lips parted, shaping Tessa’s name. Whispering it.

“Tessa...”

The sound was softer than the wind, but it carried through her chest like a string pulled taut.

Tessa jolted awake, her breath sharp. The room was heavy with night. The quilt damp against her palms.

She reached instinctively for Miles, grounding herself in his warmth, but her gaze snagged on the nightstand.

A shape rested there.

Her throat tightened.

The crimson envelope.

Not in her jacket. Not in the study drawer where she’d first found it. Here. Inches from where she slept.

For a moment she couldn’t breathe. She pulled the covers up, clutching the fabric like a child, staring at the paper’s dark sheen under the lamplight.

Miles shifted beside her, half-asleep. “What is it?”

She swallowed hard, voice barely audible. “Nothing. Just... a dream.”

But her eyes never left the envelope.

And for the first time since stepping into the house, Tessa understood that the past wasn’t finished with her.
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Chapter Two: The Unopened Letter
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Dawn came gray and reluctant, spilling through the curtains with no warmth. The light seemed to drag itself across the floorboards, reluctant to enter the room at all.

The envelope was still there.

It lay on the nightstand with its unnatural calm, the crimson of its paper dulled by shadow yet impossible to ignore. No crease, no dust, no explanation. As if it belonged more to the room than she did.

Tessa pushed herself upright, one hand pressed tight against her chest as though she could steady the panic that had nested there. Her heartbeat thundered against her palm, wild and uneven. She tried to swallow, but her throat was dry, her tongue heavy.

Across the room, the mirror caught her face in the dim light. The woman staring back at her looked almost like a stranger—eyes too wide, rimmed in purple, lips pale and cracked. She looked not like someone who had slept, but someone who had been watched.

Behind her, the bedsprings creaked. Miles sat up, tugging his jeans over his hips, his hair tousled into careless peaks. “You look like hell,” he muttered, aiming for teasing but landing somewhere closer to concern.

Her gaze flicked from him back to the nightstand. The envelope hadn’t moved.

“Do you...” she started, her voice thin, “do you remember me putting that there?”

Miles turned, following her stare. His brow furrowed. “Putting what?”

“The envelope,” she said, sharper this time. “From the study. I left it in my jacket pocket.”

He leaned closer, squinting at the paper like it was nothing more than a shopping list. Then his mouth twitched in that familiar half-smile that never reached his eyes. “Tess, I think you scared yourself into sleepwalking. Picked it up without realizing, set it down, and forgot.”

She wanted to believe him. She wanted the simplicity of that explanation. But her stomach curled tight, a knot she couldn’t loosen. The envelope hadn’t felt like an accident. It had felt deliberate.

Her fingers clenched around the quilt. She didn’t trust her voice, so she said nothing.

The silence stretched. Miles tugged on his shirt, gave her shoulder a perfunctory squeeze, and stood. “Coffee,” he said, as if it solved everything.

But she couldn’t look away from the envelope.

The past wasn’t finished with her. Not by a long stretch.

Tessa lingered by the nightstand long after Miles had gone downstairs, the low murmur of the coffeemaker faint through the floorboards. She sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the crimson envelope like it was breathing.

Her fingers twitched toward it once. Twice. On the third reach, she lifted it between both hands.

It was heavier than it should have been. Not weighty, exactly, but dense—like the paper held something invisible, something thick and waiting. She ran her thumb along the seam. No glue, no wax, no address. A letter to no one.

The temptation ached inside her. All she had to do was slip her finger beneath the flap and tug. She imagined the sound it would make: a soft rip, a secret released.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she held it up toward the morning light, angling it this way and that. The windowpane glared white, pouring through the envelope’s surface, but nothing revealed itself. No shadow of a letter. No hint of handwriting. Just opaque, stubborn crimson.

Her breath fogged the paper as she exhaled, trembling. “What do you want from me?” she whispered before she could stop herself.

The envelope said nothing. But the silence that followed was too sharp, too thick, as if the house had heard her and was listening back.

A floorboard groaned in the hallway. Tessa nearly dropped the envelope. She shoved it back onto the nightstand with a clumsy hand, retreating from it like it had burned her skin.

She pulled her robe around her shoulders and forced her legs to carry her down the stairs, each creak underfoot a reminder of how the house shifted, listening.

In the kitchen, the smell of coffee tried to mask the damp scent of old plaster and dust. She gripped the counter, focusing on the ordinary sounds—the drip of liquid into the pot, the soft hum of the refrigerator.

For a moment, she pretended she could ignore the envelope upstairs.

But she knew she couldn’t.

The kitchen was brighter than she remembered it. Morning light streamed through warped glass panes, cutting across the scarred wooden table where she had once eaten bowls of sugared cereal under her mother’s watchful eye. Now dust motes drifted lazily in the shafts of sunlight, stirred by the faint draft that seeped in through the cracks in the frame.

Miles stood at the stove, his shoulders hunched as he coaxed reluctant eggs to fry in a pan that looked like it had been left unwashed since the 80s. The sizzle filled the silence, punctuated by his low whistle—tuneless, off-key. It was a habit of his, one she usually found comforting. Today, it scraped against her nerves.

“Coffee’s done,” he said without looking back.

Tessa poured herself a mug, the steam curling against her face. The bitter warmth steadied her hands, but not her thoughts. She hadn’t told him yet that she’d touched the envelope, lifted it, felt its unnatural weight. She had barely admitted it to herself.

She sat at the table, cradling the mug like a shield. The chair wobbled under her, one leg shorter than the rest. Everything in this house was unsteady.

Miles slid a plate in front of her—two eggs, a slice of toast scorched at the edges. “Gourmet dining,” he joked, finally looking at her with a half-smile. But his eyes lingered too long on her face, reading something there. “Rough night?”

Tessa pressed her lips to the coffee cup, letting the heat bite. “I didn’t sleep well.”

He forked into his own eggs. “This place. I don’t know how you’re not running for the hills. Feels like it’s swallowing us whole.”

Her jaw tightened. “It’s not just a place. It’s—” She faltered, fingers curling around the ceramic. “It’s hers. It’s the last piece of her I have.”

Miles’s fork clattered against the plate. “I get that, Tess. I do. But maybe it’s too much, too soon. Two weeks here? Alone, with all these memories? You’re drowning yourself in it.”

Her chest clenched. “I’m allowed to grieve her in my own way.” The words cut sharper than she meant them to, and she saw the flicker of hurt cross his face before he masked it with a shrug.

Silence pressed in again, filled only by the buzz of the old refrigerator.

She broke first. “Something happened last night.”

He raised a brow, chewing slower. “Yeah?”

Tessa set her mug down too hard. Coffee sloshed over the rim. “The envelope. The one from the study. It wasn’t where I left it. I—I woke up and it was on the nightstand.”

He blinked at her, unbothered. “Maybe you moved it and forgot. You were half-asleep.”

“I didn’t.”

“Or maybe you sleepwalked. You’ve done that before.”

Her throat went dry. “Not in years.”

“Or—” he smirked faintly, trying for levity—“maybe it’s haunted paper. The ghost of Some spirit really wants you to write a thank-you note.”

“Miles.” Her voice cracked, trembling between anger and fear.

His smile slipped. He reached across the table, covering her hand with his. “I’m just saying... maybe your mind’s playing tricks. You’ve been carrying a lot. I don’t want you to think you’re losing it, that’s all.”

But she pulled her hand away, folding her arms tight across her chest. Losing it. The words stuck like thorns.

Because wasn’t that exactly what she was afraid of?

She stared past him, at the faded wallpaper curling at the edges, at the yellowed clock above the sink whose hands had stopped years ago. The whole house felt frozen, watching. Waiting.

“I know what I saw,” she whispered.

Miles didn’t answer. He went back to eating, each scrape of fork against plate louder than it should have been.

And Tessa, sitting rigid at the kitchen table with her untouched eggs cooling on the plate, felt the first tremor of doubt—not about the envelope itself, but about whether anyone would ever believe her if she told the truth.

Tessa pushed her plate away. The eggs had gone cold, a limp yellow heap she’d barely touched. Miles had already finished his, the fork clinking faintly against the ceramic before he set it aside.
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