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Chapter 1 – The House That Watches
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The iron gate screamed when Elliot Graves pushed it open.

It wasn’t a rusted whine or the shriek of neglect—it sounded intentional, like a warning given too late. Elliot paused, one hand still gripping the cold metal, breath fogging in the late afternoon air. The house loomed beyond the overgrown yard, its silhouette jagged against a bruised sky.

Gothic. Enormous. Watching.

Elliot had restored dozens of old homes—Victorians, abandoned farmhouses, even a crumbling monastery once—but this one felt different in a way they couldn’t explain. Not dangerous. Not hostile.

Aware.

“Well,” Elliot murmured to themself, adjusting the strap of their satchel, “you’re dramatic.”

The mansion stood three stories tall, all blackened stone and narrow windows like unblinking eyes. Ivy strangled its walls, creeping into cracks as though trying to hold the building together—or keep something inside. The front door was heavy oak, carved with symbols Elliot didn’t recognize. When they placed a hand against it, a strange warmth pulsed beneath their palm.

The door opened on its own.

Elliot froze.

The hinges didn’t creak. The door simply... welcomed them.

A long hallway stretched inward, lit by dust-choked sunlight filtering through stained glass at the far end. The air smelled of old wood, rain, and something faintly sweet—lavender, maybe. Elliot stepped inside, heart pounding, every instinct screaming to leave while another, quieter pull urged them forward.

“I’m just here to assess,” Elliot said aloud, voice steady from years of practicing calm. “No disturbance. Just a look.”

The door shut behind them.

Not slammed. Not locked.

Closed.

The sound echoed far too deeply.

Elliot swallowed and continued. Their boots tapped softly on the marble floor, each step sounding louder than the last. Portraits lined the walls—faces faded, eyes darkened by age. Elliot hated old portraits. They always felt like they were waiting for something.

Halfway down the hall, the temperature dropped.

Elliot stopped, breath hitching as cold wrapped around their shoulders like invisible hands. Their pulse thrummed painfully in their ears. This wasn’t a draft. The windows were sealed. The walls thick.

“Okay,” they whispered. “That’s... new.”

Somewhere above them, footsteps sounded.

Slow. Careful.

Elliot tilted their head, listening. The steps weren’t heavy enough to be human. They paced back and forth, as if whoever—or whatever—made them was nervous.

“Hello?” Elliot called.

The house answered with a low creak, the sound rippling through the walls like a sigh.

Elliot pressed on, documenting damage, taking notes, grounding themself in routine. Cracked banister. Water damage near the east wall. Structural instability near—

The staircase groaned.

Elliot barely had time to register the shift beneath their foot before a voice rang out, sharp with panic.

“Don’t—!”

The step collapsed.

Elliot yelped, pitching forward as the stair gave way entirely. Strong hands—cold but solid—grabbed their jacket and yanked them back just in time. Elliot hit the floor hard, breath bursting from their lungs.

For a long moment, there was only silence.

Then, softly: “I told you.”

Elliot scrambled backward, heart slamming against their ribs. They stared at the figure kneeling in front of them.

He looked... human. Mostly.

Pale, translucent around the edges, like moonlight struggling through fog. His hair was dark and curled gently around his face. His eyes—gray, maybe blue—were wide with concern.

“I—” Elliot croaked. “You— You touched me.”

The ghost blinked. “Oh.”

He looked down at his hands as if surprised to find them there. Slowly, he pulled back, curling his fingers into his palms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I usually can’t.”

Elliot’s mind screamed a thousand things at once—panic, disbelief, awe—but their body stayed frozen, caught between fear and a strange, overwhelming sense of safety.

“You’re... a ghost,” Elliot said finally.

“Yes,” the figure replied. Then, after a beat, “I prefer ‘resident.’”

Despite themself, Elliot let out a shaky laugh.

The ghost’s shoulders relaxed. “You’re not screaming.”

“I scream later,” Elliot said weakly. “It’s a coping strategy.”

“I’m Rowan,” the ghost said. “And you really shouldn’t stand on the staircase. It hates surprises.”

Elliot stared at the broken steps, then back at Rowan. “The house hates surprises.”

Rowan smiled faintly. “The house hates being alone.”

Something in his tone twisted painfully in Elliot’s chest.

They pushed themself upright, brushing dust from their clothes. “I’m Elliot. I restore old houses.”

Rowan’s expression softened, reverent. “So you fix what others abandon.”
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