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Chapter 1: Whispers
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Clara first began to notice the changes on quiet evenings when the house seemed to exhale after a long day.

The Victorian property they purchased together two years earlier stood on a narrow street lined with maples.

Its high ceilings caught every sound and threw it back softened. Wide oak floors creaked underfoot in patterns that felt almost conversational.

Rowan always called the place full of character. Clara agreed, though lately the character had started to feel targeted. Personal in a way that made the hairs on her arms lift without warning.

The first sign arrived so subtly she almost missed it. A faint draft brushed the back of her neck while she stood at the kitchen sink rinsing dishes. No window stood open. The radiators hissed softly in the corner, yet the air around her carried a sudden chill.

She turned, half expecting to see Rowan behind her with one of his playful cold-finger tricks. The kitchen remained empty.

Only the scent of cedar smoke lingered for a moment, sharp and woody, before it faded.

She mentioned it to Rowan that night over wine. He laughed and said old houses breathed. They had quirks.She smiled and let the subject drop, but the smell stayed in her memory.

Daniel had worn the same aftershave every morning for nine years. He would splash it on after shaving, then kiss her goodbye with the scent still fresh on his skin. The memory arrived uninvited, sharp as the fragrance itself.

Weeks passed without further incident. Then the oddities began to cluster around their most private moments.

The first unmistakable sign came on a Friday evening in early autumn. Rain tapped against the tall windows like hesitant fingertips.

Clara and Rowan had spent the day apart. She returned home first, lit candles in the living room, and waited.

When Rowan walked through the door, damp from the downpour, he dropped his bag and pulled her into a slow kiss without speaking.

They moved to the couch. His hands slipped under her sweater, warm palms sliding along her ribs. Clara arched into the touch. The lamp on the side table flickered once, twice, then steadied.

A cold current of air moved across the nape of her neck. She shivered and laughed softly against his mouth.

"Just a draft," she murmured.
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