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Prologue

Where I’m from, we bury things deep. Secrets, regrets, mistakes that never got made right. We stuff them down with old photos and bad dreams and act like they ain’t still twitching. But dirt don’t keep. Not really. Time remembers. And guilt? Guilt’s got claws.

This ain’t a book full of movie monsters or cheap tricks. The things in here don’t chase you through the woods or screech in the dark. They sit still. They wait. They smile when you look their way. These stories don’t want to scare you fast. They want to take their time. Get under your skin. Settle in quiet, like they belong there.

There’s a house that knows what you’ve done. A hospital that traps people in yesterday. Mirrors that lie like they’ve been waiting. Folks who vanish from their own lives without even noticing. Time slips. Memory folds. Reality cracks.

And then there’s Death.

He don’t wear a cloak or carry a scythe. Most folks wouldn’t even flinch if they passed him on the street. Tall, clean-cut, easy smile. Looks like someone you’d trust. Someone who holds doors, tips well, smells like cedar and old leather.

But don’t let the charm fool you.

He talks soft. Never in a hurry. Never raises his voice. He’ll sit beside you like a friend, ask how your mama’s doing, maybe even laugh a little. But if you owe him anything, time, blood, truth you better pay up.

Try to cheat him. Lie. Take what ain’t yours. He won’t shout. He won’t fight. He’ll just smile, tip his head like a gentleman, and take what’s his. Every time. He’s fair, he’s patient, and he don’t miss.


Now sit back and enjoy yourself,
but you might wanna keep the lights on.



Before We Move On

Now, you think it was just a story, don't you?

Just some college kid with a broken heart and a cracked ceilin, messin around with science he never really understood. A few ghosts, a couple warnin, maybe some strange lights in a basement lab that shouldn't have existed.

Maybe you're right. Maybe it was all made up.

But let me ask you somethin.

Ever catch the smell of smoke when nothin's burnin? Ever walk into a room and forget why you're there, like the thought just slipped right out of your head? Ever feel like someone's watchin you, but when you turn around, there's nothin?

People stopped talkin about the Blackwood Building. Said it was gone for good. They saw it collapse, saw that crater where it used to stand, like somethin just swallowed it whole. Put up somethin new, like that would solve the problem. But places like that don't just disappear.

And the dead?

They don't leave just because you asked them to. Especially not the ones you never really let go of.

So if you find yourself wide awake at 2:37 in the mornin, can't sleep, and the air feels a little too still...

Maybe leave the lights on.

Just in case somethin's still listenin.

Or worse.

Waitin.

Book 4: Home Sweet Home

Prologue

Well now, I hope you've caught your breath after that business at Millhaven University. That young Liam and all those consciousness researchers, mercy me, what a mess that turned out to be. My friend had a field day at that campus, I tell ya. Sometimes the livin just can't leave well enough alone, can they? Always pokin at doors that ought to stay closed. Always tryin to map out, what's the word I'm lookin for, territories that were never meant for mortal minds to go wanderin around in.

But if you think universities and their experiments were troublin, well, that ain't nothin compared to what I'm fixin to tell you.

Now this next one, it's different. Takes us clean away from all that book learnin and scientific whatnot, down to the countryside where a nice family thought they'd found themselves a real slice of paradise. You know how it is. Sometimes the most dangerous places aren't those laboratories full of strange machines and such. Sometimes they're just old houses. Pretty ones too. Wraparound porches, history soaked right into the floorboards.

This tale’s about a family, good people, who thought they were gettin themselves a fresh start in a beautiful old house down in Tennessee. All that Southern Gothic charm that looks so pretty in the photographs, you know?

But you know what they say about things that seem too good to be true, don't you, dear? Course you do.

See, some houses, well now, they get mighty attached to their residents. And this particular old place has been collectin families for near on a century. Keeps 'em like pressed flowers in a book, if you catch my meanin. Beautiful to look at, sure enough, but ain't exactly what you'd call livin.

I've walked through those rooms more times than I care to count. And I'll tell you somethin, that house knows how to hold onto what's rightfully mine. Makes my job complicated as all get out. Hard to shepherd souls to their eternal rest when they don't rightly know they need shepherdin, you understand?

So pour yourself somethin strong there, turn up the lights a bit, and let me tell you about this family and their dream house. Because sometimes, dear, the only thin worse than dyin is not knowin you're dead.

Mortimer adjusts his tie and settles back in his chair

Now then, it all started with the best of intentions. Don't it always?


Chapter 1: Packing Up

The pizza boxes were stacked like cardboard tombstones on the kitchen counter, grease stains bleeding through the cheap cardboard. Jessica Hartley stood at the sink, washing the same coffee mug for the third time, not because it was dirty but because her hands needed something to do.

Tomorrow was Friday. Last day at Morrison, Clark & Associates. Last day of the life they'd built here.

"Mom, you're gonna scrub the logo right off that thing," Chloe said from the couch, not looking up from her phone. Her voice had that particular teenage edge that meant she was still pissed about the move but trying not to show it.

"It's fine, I'm fine," Jessica lied, setting the mug down harder than necessary.

Through the kitchen window, she could see their neighbor Mrs. Patterson watering her roses in the twilight. They'd lived next door for eight years, and Jessica still didn't know the woman's first name. Funny how you could live somewhere that long and still feel like a stranger.

"Where's your father?" Jessica asked, though she already knew. Mike had been holed up in his study since dinner, supposedly organizing his medical files but probably just avoiding the reality of packing up fifteen years of their lives.

"Still on the phone with Dr. Reynolds," Tyler said, emerging from the basement with his gaming headset around his neck. At fifteen, he'd hit that growth spurt phase where his limbs seemed too long for his body, like a scarecrow coming to life. "Something about patient transfers and medical records. Boring doctor stuff."

Tyler was handling the move better than anyone, which made sense. Kid spent most of his time online anyway, so geography was just background noise to him. Plus, he'd been obsessed with the photos of their new house ever since Jessica had shown him the real estate listing. All that gothic architecture and dark wood appealed to his horror movie aesthetic.

"Have you started packing your room yet?" Jessica asked, though she already knew the answer.

"Most of it. Just gotta figure out what to do with my gaming setup."

Tyler grabbed a slice of cold pizza and took a bite, making a face.

"This tastes like cardboard."

"It's from three hours ago. What did you expect?"

Chloe finally looked up from her phone, and Jessica's heart clenched at the expression on her daughter's face. Seventeen, beautiful in that unconscious way that teenagers possessed, but her eyes held all the dramatic tragedy of someone whose entire world was being ripped away.

"Maddie's having people over tomorrow night," Chloe said quietly. "Like, a goodbye thing for me."

"That's sweet of her."

"I'm gonna miss senior year, Mom. Graduation with people I've known since kindergarten. Prom with Jason. All of it."

Her voice cracked on the last word, and Jessica felt that familiar stab of guilt that had been her constant companion since accepting the job offer.

"I know, honey. I know it's hard."

"Do you? Because you seem pretty excited about your fancy new law firm."

The accusation hung in the air like smoke. Jessica set down the dish towel and really looked at her daughter. Chloe was right, of course. Jessica was excited about the partnership track at Whitmore & Associates, excited about the salary bump, excited about finally being somewhere that valued her expertise in environmental law.

But that didn't make the guilt any easier to swallow.

"Your father and I are doing what we think is best for the family," Jessica said, the words sounding hollow even to her own ears.

"Right. The family. Not what's best for me specifically."

Tyler rolled his eyes.

"God, Chloe, you're so dramatic. It's not like we're moving to Mars. Tennessee has internet. Tennessee has boys. You'll survive."

"Shut up, Tyler. You don't get it because you don't have a life to leave behind."

"I have a life!"

"Xbox Live doesn't count."

"Both of you, enough," Jessica said, but there was no real authority in it.

They'd been having variations of this fight for weeks now, ever since she'd announced the move. Mike handled it better, probably because he was used to making life-or-death decisions in the ER. For him, this was just another problem to solve, another emergency to manage.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs announced Mike's arrival. He looked tired, the kind of bone-deep exhaustion that came from working double shifts and trying to tie up loose ends before a major life change. At forty-five, he was still handsome in that steady, dependable way that had attracted Jessica twenty years ago, but the stress lines around his eyes had deepened lately.

"How'd it go with Dr. Reynolds?" Jessica asked.

"Fine. Paperwork's almost done."

Mike grabbed a beer from the fridge and twisted off the cap.

"He thinks I'm crazy for taking the job in Tennessee, but he's just jealous. Guy's been stuck in the same position for ten years."

"What about your patients?"

"They'll be transferred to other doctors. It's not like I'm abandoning them."

But something in his voice suggested he felt like he was abandoning them, at least a little bit.

Mike had been chief of emergency medicine at Metro General for three years, and before that he'd worked his way up from resident to attending to department head. It was a good job, a job he'd earned, a job that mattered. The position in Tennessee was technically a step up, regional medical director at a smaller but well-funded hospital, but Jessica knew part of him wondered if he was running away from something instead of running toward something better.

"Did you finish going through your office?" Jessica asked.

"Mostly. Amazing how much junk you accumulate over the years."

Mike took a long pull from his beer.

"Found my residency notebooks. Had to laugh at some of the stuff I thought was important back then."

"Like what?"

"Oh, you know. All these detailed notes about procedures I thought I'd never remember, diseases I was sure I'd never see. Turns out experience is a better teacher than textbooks."

Chloe made a disgusted noise.

"You guys are so old. Talking about the good old days and crap."

"We're not old," Mike protested. "We're experienced."

"Same thing."

Tyler finished his pizza and wiped his hands on his jeans.

"I looked up more stuff about the house today. Found some old photos on this historical society website."

"Oh yeah?" Jessica tried to keep her voice casual. She'd done her own research on the property, of course, but Tyler had a talent for digging up obscure information that official sources missed.

"It's older than we thought. Built in 1847, not 1860 like the listing said. And it's been empty for like fifteen years, not just five."

"Why so long?" Mike asked.

Tyler shrugged.

"Real estate crash, probably. Plus it's kind of isolated. Not everyone wants to live twenty minutes from town."

"We do," Jessica said firmly. "It'll be good for us. Quiet. Space to breathe."

What she didn't say was that she was tired of living on top of their neighbors, tired of hearing every argument through thin apartment walls, tired of the constant noise and traffic and feeling like they were always in everyone's way. The house in Tennessee sat on twelve acres of wooded land. They'd have privacy for the first time in years.

"I found some weird stuff too," Tyler continued, his eyes lighting up with the enthusiasm he reserved for anything slightly creepy or mysterious. "Like, the house has been sold a bunch of times over the years, but people never seem to stay very long."

"What do you mean?" Chloe asked, despite herself.

"Well, there was this family in the eighties who lived there for like six months before they just up and left. Didn't even sell it, just abandoned it. And before that, some couple in the seventies who lasted maybe a year."

Jessica felt a small chill run down her spine.

"Where are you getting this information?"

"Property records, mostly. Plus this genealogy forum where people trade stories about old houses. One lady said her grandmother used to live near there and always told stories about the place."

"What kind of stories?" Mike asked, and Jessica could tell he was trying to decide whether to be amused or concerned by their son's amateur detective work.

"Just weird stuff. Noises at night, things moving around. You know, typical old house problems."

"Every old house has stories," Jessica said quickly. "That's what makes them interesting."

But privately, she made a mental note to do some more research of her own. Not because she believed in ghost stories or any of that nonsense, but because as a lawyer, she believed in due diligence. If there were any real problems with the property, structural issues or legal complications, she wanted to know about them before they signed the papers.

"Besides," Mike added, "even if there were problems, they've been renovated. New electrical, new plumbing, new HVAC. It's basically a new house in an old shell."

"Exactly," Jessica agreed. "And the price is amazing for what we're getting. We couldn't afford half that much house here in the city."

"Because nobody wants to live there," Chloe muttered.

"Because the cost of living is lower," Jessica corrected. "It's called economics, not supernatural intervention."

Tyler grinned.

"I think it's cool that it might be haunted. Like living in our own personal horror movie."

"Don't encourage him," Mike said, but he was smiling. "Last thing we need is Tyler setting up ghost hunting equipment in every room."

"That's actually not a bad idea..."

"Tyler, no."

"Tyler, yes! Come on, Dad, it would be fun. We could document everything, maybe start a YouTube channel."

"We're not starting a YouTube channel about our house being haunted," Jessica said firmly. "We're starting a new life in a beautiful home in a nice town where your father and I have good jobs and you kids can get a fresh start."

"Fresh start from what?" Chloe asked. "I liked our old start."

It was a fair question, and one Jessica didn't have a good answer for. Their life here wasn't bad, exactly. Mike was successful, Jessica's career was progressing, the kids were doing well in school. But there was something missing, some sense of possibility that had gotten lost somewhere along the way.

Maybe it was the routine, the feeling that they were all just going through the motions. Maybe it was the city itself, the way it made everything feel temporary and disposable.

Or maybe Jessica was just looking for an excuse to justify uprooting her family for a job opportunity that was too good to pass up.

"Sometimes," Jessica said carefully, "fresh starts aren't about running away from something bad. Sometimes they're about running toward something better."

"What if the something better turns out to be something worse?" Chloe asked.


Before Jessica could answer, her phone buzzed with a text message from her soon-to-be-former boss: Don't forget to clean out your office before Friday. Security needs to deactivate your access card.


Reality check. Tomorrow was her last day, and she still had fifteen years' worth of case files to sort through. Some would need to be transferred to other attorneys, some would need to be archived, and some, frankly, could probably be thrown away. The glamorous life of a corporate lawyer.

"I should probably get back to packing," Jessica said. "We've got the moving truck coming Saturday morning, and I still have to finish going through my office."

"I'll help," Mike offered. "After I finish boxing up my medical books."

"Why are you even keeping those?" Tyler asked. "Everything's online now."

"Call me old-fashioned, but I like having actual books. Plus, some of these are signed first editions. They're worth something."

"To who? Other old doctors?"

"To collectors, smart guy. Medical history is valuable."

Tyler made a face like he couldn't imagine anything more boring, but Jessica noticed he didn't argue. Kid was smart enough to know that old books could actually be worth money, even if he couldn't understand why anyone would want them.

"Chloe, what about you? Have you started on your room yet?"

"Some. I don't know what to pack and what to leave behind."

Chloe's voice was small, and Jessica realized this wasn't just about belongings. This was about identity, about the version of herself that Chloe had been in this house, in this city, with these friends.

"Pack whatever makes you happy," Jessica said gently. "We'll have plenty of space in the new house."

"What if I don't know what makes me happy anymore?"

The question hit Jessica like a punch to the chest. Seventeen years old, and already Chloe was grappling with existential uncertainty that most adults spent decades avoiding. But maybe that was just part of growing up, learning that happiness wasn't a permanent state but something you had to choose, over and over again.

"Then we'll figure it out together," Jessica said. "All of us."

Later that night, after the kids had finally gone to bed and Mike had fallen asleep watching the news, Jessica sat in her home office surrounded by boxes and file folders. She'd made good progress on the packing, but her mind kept wandering to Tyler's research about the house.

She opened her laptop and did some searching of her own. Property records, newspaper archives, anything that might give her a clearer picture of what they were getting into. Most of what she found was routine, deed transfers and tax assessments and building permits. But buried in the local newspaper archives, she found a few interesting tidbits.

A brief mention in 1987 of a family who'd "relocated unexpectedly" after living in the house for only a few months. A 1994 article about vandalism at the property when it was vacant. A 2003 real estate listing that described the house as "full of character and historical charm" but noted that it had been "recently renovated after a period of neglect."

Nothing alarming, exactly, but enough to paint a picture of a property that had trouble keeping long-term residents. Then again, that could be explained by any number of factors. Economic downturns, job relocations, family changes. People moved for all sorts of reasons that had nothing to do with supernatural nonsense.

Jessica was about to close the laptop when she found one more item that made her pause. A 1953 newspaper article with the headline: "Local Family Found Dead in Home."

The article was short, just a few paragraphs, but it mentioned their address. A family of four, the Hartleys, had been found dead in what police described as an apparent murder-suicide. The father, a local doctor, had apparently killed his wife and two children before taking his own life. No motive was given, and the case was quickly closed.

Jessica felt a chill run through her, but she forced herself to think rationally. This had happened seventy years ago. Tragic, certainly, but hardly relevant to their situation. Plenty of old houses had dark histories. It didn't mean anything.

Still, she found herself staring at the family name. Hartley. Such a normal, pleasant-sounding name for such a terrible story.

She bookmarked the article, though she wasn't sure why. Maybe she'd mention it to Mike tomorrow, or maybe she'd just file it away as interesting local history. Either way, it was late, and she had one more day of work to get through before they started their new life.

Jessica closed the laptop and headed upstairs, trying not to think about the Hartley family or what had happened in the house that would soon be theirs. After all, that was someone else's tragedy, someone else's story.

It had nothing to do with them.


Chapter 2: Heading Out

The Honda Pilot was packed tighter than a sardine can, which was saying something considering it was designed to haul around suburban families and their excessive amounts of crap. Mike stood in the driveway at six in the morning, coffee mug in one hand, staring at the Tetris puzzle that used to be their cargo space.

"I don't think the cooler's gonna fit," he called to Jessica, who was doing one final walkthrough of the house they'd called home for eight years.

"It has to fit," she called back from inside. "We can't drive twelve hours without drinks and snacks."

"We could stop for food like normal people," Chloe muttered from the front porch, where she was slumped against her suitcase like it was a life preserver. She'd been up until three AM saying goodbye to friends, and it showed. Dark circles under her eyes, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, wearing the same clothes she'd had on yesterday.

"Normal people don't drive across three states with teenagers," Mike replied, trying to wedge the cooler between Tyler's gaming chair and Jessica's law books. "Normal people fly."

"Normal people don't move to the middle of nowhere for no reason," Chloe shot back.

Tyler emerged from the house carrying his laptop bag and what looked like half of Best Buy's gaming section.

"I've got the car chargers, the portable router, and the battery pack that could probably power a small city. We're good to go."

"You know Tennessee has electricity, right?" Mike asked.

"Yeah, but what if the house doesn't have good Wi-Fi? What if I can't get my usual servers? What if..."

"What if you survived without the internet for like five minutes?" Chloe interrupted.

"That's not how the modern world works, Chloe. Connectivity is essential for..."

"Oh my goodness, you're such a nerd."

"Better than being a drama queen."

"Kids," Mike warned, though his heart wasn't really in it. They'd been sniping at each other for weeks now, and honestly, he was impressed they'd made it this far without a full-scale meltdown. Moving was stressful enough for adults; for teenagers, it was basically the end of the world.

Jessica appeared in the doorway with her arms full of last-minute items. Travel documents, phone chargers, the coffee maker because heaven forbid they arrive at their new house without immediate access to caffeine. She looked frazzled but determined, like a general preparing for battle.

"Did you check all the windows?" Mike asked.

"Twice. And the thermostat, and the water heater, and I left the keys with Mrs. Patterson like we discussed."

Jessica loaded her armful of stuff into whatever remaining space she could find.

"The new owners don't take possession until next week, but the realtor said it was fine to leave everything set up."

Mike nodded, though he felt weird about selling to people they'd never met. Cash buyers from out of state, their realtor had explained, investment property probably. Not the warm family Jessica had been hoping would love the house as much as they had, but in this market, you didn't turn down a clean offer with no contingencies.

"Everybody got their phones? Chargers? Dramamine for Chloe because she always gets carsick but never remembers until we're on the highway?"

"I don't get carsick," Chloe protested.

"You threw up in the McDonald's parking lot last time we drove to your grandma's."

"That was different. That was because Tyler was eating those gross gas station burritos and the smell was disgusting."

"Hey, those burritos are a road trip tradition!"

"A tradition of food poisoning, maybe."

Mike looked at his family, all of them standing around the packed car like they were about to launch into space instead of just driving to Tennessee. Jessica was checking her purse for the third time, making sure she had all the important documents. Tyler was already plugging devices into the car's charging ports. Chloe was staring back at the house like she was memorizing it, trying to burn every detail into her memory before they drove away forever.

This was it. The moment they stopped being the people who lived here and became the people who used to live here.

"Alright," Mike said, draining the last of his coffee. "Time to hit the road."

The first hour was quiet, just the hum of the engine and whatever playlist Tyler had commandeered through the car's Bluetooth. Mike had given up fighting for control of the music years ago; teenagers had stronger opinions about everything, and it wasn't worth the argument. Besides, Tyler's taste wasn't terrible, just louder than Mike preferred at seven in the morning.

They were making good time, cruising through the outskirts of the city where strip malls gave way to farmland and the traffic thinned out to mostly long-haul truckers and other families fleeing to somewhere else. Jessica dozed in the passenger seat, law school textbook open in her lap like she was planning to study constitutional law all the way to Tennessee.

"How much further?" Chloe asked from the back seat, even though they'd been on the road for barely an hour.

"About ten more hours," Mike replied. "Give or take."

"Ugh. This is torture."

"You could sleep," Tyler suggested without looking up from his phone. "Or read a book. Or, I don't know, look out the window and appreciate the scenic beauty of rural America."

"There's nothing to see except corn fields and dead possums."

"Hey, don't knock dead possums. They're a vital part of the ecosystem."

"How are dead possums vital to anything?"

"They feed the vultures, who spread seeds in their droppings, which grow into trees, which provide oxygen for us to breathe. It's all connected."

Chloe stared at her brother like he'd just explained quantum physics using interpretive dance.

"You are so weird."

"I prefer 'scientifically informed.'"

Mike smiled despite himself. This was how his kids processed stress, apparently. Chloe got dramatic and Tyler got pedantic, and they bickered their way through major life changes like it was just another day ending in Y. It was probably healthier than whatever coping mechanisms he and Jessica had developed over the years.

They stopped for gas around nine, at one of those truck stops that tried to be everything to everyone. Gas station, restaurant, convenience store, and gift shop all rolled into one sprawling complex that smelled like diesel fuel and fried food. Tyler immediately wandered off to explore the novelty t-shirts while Chloe claimed the cleanest bathroom stall like she was planting a flag.

"You doing okay?" Jessica asked while Mike filled the tank. She'd woken up when they stopped, looking confused for a second about where they were.

"Yeah, just thinking about the logistics. We should hit Tennessee around three, maybe four depending on traffic. Perfect timing for the moving truck."

"I meant emotionally, not logistically."

Mike paused, pump handle still in his hand.

"Honestly? I don't know. Ask me in a week."

"Having second thoughts?"

"Not second thoughts, exactly. More like... wondering if we're making the right choice for the right reasons."

Jessica leaned against the car, studying his face in that way she did when she was trying to read his mood. Twenty years of marriage had given her a pretty good ability to decode his various expressions, but Mike had been working extra hard lately to keep his uncertainty to himself.

"The job is a good opportunity," Jessica said carefully. "For both of us."

"I know. It's not about the jobs."

"Then what?"

Mike looked around the truck stop, at the other families gassing up their vehicles and heading to destinations unknown. Everyone looked tired, like they were running from something or toward something, but nobody looked particularly happy about it.

"What if we're just running away?" Mike asked. "What if this whole move is just us avoiding problems instead of solving them?"

"What problems? Mike, we're fine. The kids are fine. We're successful, we're healthy, we have good jobs and a nice life."

"Then why does it feel like something's missing?"

Jessica didn't have an answer for that, which was answer enough. She felt it too, that sense of incompleteness that had been growing for months. Like they were all just going through the motions, playing the parts of a happy family without actually feeling happy.

"Maybe Tennessee will be different," Jessica said finally.

"Maybe."

Tyler reappeared with a bag of what looked like every variety of beef jerky known to mankind, while Chloe emerged from the bathroom looking slightly more human.

"Can we get Starbucks?" Chloe asked, eyeing the coffee kiosk near the entrance.

"There's a Starbucks here?" Jessica perked up considerably.

"It's not real Starbucks, Mom. It's like gas station coffee with a Starbucks logo. It's gonna taste like burnt water."

"I don't care. I need caffeine that isn't from a gas station pot that hasn't been cleaned since the Clinton administration."

They all piled into the convenience store, which was surprisingly well-stocked for the middle of nowhere. Tyler loaded up on energy drinks and snacks that would probably kill him by age thirty. Chloe found a magazine that promised to reveal which celebrity couple was secretly dating and which pop star was having a public breakdown. Jessica got her questionable Starbucks and a bottle of Advil for the headache she always got on long car trips.

Mike was paying for everything when the cashier, a woman in her sixties with steel-gray hair and knowing eyes, looked up from the register.

"Y'all moving to Tennessee?" she asked, like it was a perfectly normal question to ask strangers.

"How'd you know?" Mike replied.

"Car's packed pretty tight, and you got that look. Seen a lot of families come through here over the years, heading to new lives."

She handed him the receipt.

"Where abouts you settling?"

"Little town called Millbrook. About an hour north of Nashville."

The woman's expression shifted slightly, like a cloud passing over the sun.

"Millbrook, huh? Nice area. Quiet."

"That's what we're hoping for."

"Well, you be careful out there. Some of those old houses got more history than you might expect."

Before Mike could ask what she meant by that, Tyler was tugging on his sleeve, impatient to get back on the road, and the moment passed.

"Drive safe," the woman called after them, but there was something in her voice that made Mike look back. She was watching them through the window, her expression unreadable.

"What was that about?" Jessica asked as they got back in the car.

"Probably nothing. Small town people are just... chatty."

But Mike couldn't shake the feeling that the woman had been trying to tell him something, some warning he was too distracted to understand. He pulled back onto the highway, putting the truck stop and its strange cashier in the rearview mirror.

The next few hours passed in a blur of interstate hypnosis. Miles of farmland and forest, broken up by small towns that looked like they'd been forgotten by time. Tyler continued his research on the house, reading aloud random facts he'd found on obscure websites.

"Says here the house was designed by some famous architect from New Orleans. Guy who specialized in what they called 'Southern Gothic' style."

"What's Southern Gothic?" Chloe asked.

"Architecture that's supposed to be beautiful but also kind of creepy. Like, elegant but haunted."

"Great. We're moving into a haunted house."

"It's not haunted," Jessica said automatically. "It's just old."

"All old houses are haunted," Tyler said matter-of-factly. "That's like, basic ghost logic. The older the house, the more time spirits have had to move in."

"There are no such things as ghosts," Mike said from the driver's seat.

"How do you know?"

"Because I'm a doctor. I deal in facts, not supernatural nonsense."

"But you don't know everything about how the universe works, right? Like, there's still stuff science can't explain."

"Just because science can't explain something yet doesn't mean the explanation is supernatural."

"But it doesn't mean it isn't, either."

Mike caught Jessica's eye in the rearview mirror. Their son, the future skeptic, was apparently going through a paranormal phase. Wonderful. As if moving to a new state wasn't complicated enough.

"Either way," Jessica said diplomatically, "we're getting a beautiful house at a great price in a nice town where your father and I have good jobs. Ghost stories are just entertainment."

"What if they're not?" Tyler asked.

"Then we'll deal with it when we get there," Mike said, ending the conversation before it could spiral into full teenage conspiracy theory mode.

They crossed into Tennessee around two in the afternoon, marked by a welcome sign that looked like it had been designed by a tourism board in 1985. The landscape didn't change much, still rolling hills and forest broken up by small farms, but somehow the air felt different. Heavier, maybe. More humid, definitely.

"Only about an hour to go," Mike announced, checking the GPS on his phone.

"Thank goodness," Chloe muttered. "I think my legs are permanently bent into car-sitting position."

"We can stretch when we get to the house," Jessica said. "Walk around the property, get a feel for the place."

"I'm gonna check out the basement," Tyler said. "That's where all the cool stuff happens in old houses."

"The cool stuff like what?"

"Secret passages, hidden rooms, mysterious artifacts left by previous owners."

"Or just spiders and mold," Chloe pointed out.

"Spiders and mold can be cool too, depending on your perspective."

"Your perspective is seriously damaged."

As they got closer to Millbrook, the towns got smaller and the spaces between them got longer. This was definitely rural Tennessee, the kind of place where people knew their neighbors and everyone went to the same church and strangers were noticed immediately. Mike hoped they'd fit in okay. City people moving to small towns didn't always get the warmest welcome.

"GPS says turn right in half a mile," Jessica announced, consulting her phone.

Mike slowed down, looking for the turn. The road they needed was barely marked, just a small green sign that said "Hartwell Road" in faded white letters.

"Hartwell Road," Mike read aloud. "That's us."

He turned onto a narrow two-lane road that wound through dense forest. The trees were tall enough to form a canopy overhead, filtering the afternoon sunlight into scattered patches that danced across the windshield. It was beautiful, Mike had to admit. Like driving through a nature preserve.

"It's really pretty out here," Jessica said, echoing his thoughts.

"Kind of creepy pretty," Chloe added. "Like a horror movie right before something bad happens."

"Everything reminds you of horror movies," Tyler said. "You have no imagination."

"I have plenty of imagination. That's why I can imagine all the ways this could go wrong."

"Name one."

"We could get lost and end up like those people in Wrong Turn who get eaten by cannibals."

"We're not gonna get eaten by cannibals, Chloe."

"How do you know? Have you done a comprehensive survey of the local cannibal population?"

"There is no local cannibal population!"

"That's exactly what someone would say if they were trying to cover up the local cannibal population."

Mike tuned out their bickering and focused on the road, which was getting narrower and more winding as they went deeper into the forest. According to the GPS, they were almost there, just another mile or so. He was starting to wonder if they'd taken a wrong turn when the trees suddenly opened up and he saw it.

The house.

It sat at the end of a long gravel driveway, surrounded by twelve acres of lawn and gardens that had been recently maintained. Three stories of dark wood and stone, with a wraparound porch and tall windows that caught the afternoon light. It was bigger than the photos had made it look, more imposing.

Beautiful, definitely, but also somehow... expectant. Like it had been waiting for them.

"Holy crap," Tyler breathed.

"Language," Jessica said automatically, but her voice was distracted. She was staring at the house too, probably having the same reaction Mike was having. It was perfect. Too perfect, maybe.

"It's huge," Chloe said, and for the first time all day, she sounded impressed instead of annoyed.

Mike pulled into the circular driveway and turned off the engine. For a moment, they all just sat there, looking at what was about to become their new home.

"The moving truck should be here any minute," Mike said, checking his phone. "They left this morning and were supposed to arrive around four."

"Perfect timing," Jessica said. "We can get everything moved in and maybe even sleep in our own beds tonight."

"As long as they don't get lost trying to find this place," Tyler said, looking around at the isolated forest road.

"I gave them very detailed directions," Jessica replied. "Plus GPS should work fine."

"What if our beds end up in the wrong rooms?" Chloe asked. "What if they put everything in the wrong place and we have to move it all again?"

"That's why we're here to direct them," Mike said. "We'll walk them through the house, show them where everything goes."

"I call dibs on picking my room first," Tyler announced.

"We already decided on rooms based on the floor plan, remember?" Jessica said. "Chloe gets the big room on the second floor, you get the one with the built-in desk."

"But what if I want to change my mind after seeing them in person?"

"Then you can discuss it with your sister like civilized people."

As he was admiring the architecture, Mike could have sworn he saw movement in one of the upstairs windows. Just a flicker, a shadow passing by. But when he looked again, there was nothing there.

Probably just a reflection from their car. Or maybe the realtor was inside, doing a final check before they arrived.

"Come on," Jessica said, opening her door. "Let's go see our new home."


Chapter 3: Moving In

The front door key felt heavier than it should've in Jessica's hand. She'd gotten it from the realtor two weeks ago, but holding it now, standing on the wraparound porch of their new home, it felt like she was about to unlock way more than just a house.

"You gonna actually open it, or are we just gonna stand here all day?" Tyler asked, bouncing on his toes like a kid on Christmas morning.

"Give me a second. This is a big moment."

Jessica slid the key into the lock and turned it. The door swung open with this soft creak that probably just meant the hinges needed oil but somehow sounded ominous anyway.

The first thing that hit them was the smell. Not bad, exactly, but thick and heavy like the air had been sitting still for way too long. Old wood and something else Jessica couldn't quite put her finger on. Something sickly sweet that made her want to breathe through her mouth.

"Wow," Chloe said, stepping through the doorway behind her parents. "It's really..."

"Big," Tyler finished, craning his neck to look up at the crazy high ceiling of the entryway. A chandelier hung above them, all crystal and brass that had probably been expensive when it was installed but now looked dusty and forgotten.

Mike flipped a light switch and nothing happened.

"Power's supposed to be on already."

"Try another one," Jessica suggested, though she had this sinking feeling in her stomach. If the electricity wasn't working, they were in for a really long night.

Tyler found a switch near the staircase and the chandelier blazed to life, casting these dancing shadows across the hardwood floors.

"There we go. Must've just been a bad bulb or something."

The house opened up around them like a flower, room after room of possibilities and potential. The living room was enormous, with windows that stretched from floor to ceiling and a fireplace big enough to stand in. The kitchen had been updated recently, modern appliances and granite countertops that looked completely out of place among the vintage cabinets and all that intricate molding.

"Check out this staircase," Chloe called from the entryway. She was running her hand along the banister, this carved piece of dark wood that curved upward to the second floor. "It's like something from a movie."

"Everything's like something from a movie to you," Tyler said, but he was impressed too. Jessica could tell by the way he was looking around, taking in every detail with the focused attention he usually saved for video games.

They split up to explore, each drawn to different parts of the house like iron filings to magnets. Mike headed straight for what would obviously be his study, this wood-paneled room with built-in bookshelves and windows that looked out over the back gardens. Jessica found herself in the kitchen, opening cabinets and drawers that were empty but somehow felt full of possibilities.

"Mom, come look at this!" Tyler's voice echoed from somewhere upstairs, excited and slightly breathless.

Jessica climbed the staircase, her hand trailing along the same banister Chloe had admired. The wood was smooth under her palm, worn by decades of hands that had made this same journey. At the top of the stairs, this long hallway stretched in both directions, lined with doors that led to bedrooms and bathrooms and closets.

Tyler's voice led her to what would be his room, the one with the built-in desk they'd picked out from the floor plan. He was standing at the window, looking out at something in the backyard.

"What is it?" Jessica asked, joining him at the window.

"There's someone out there."

Jessica pressed her face to the glass and squinted. At first she didn't see anything except overgrown gardens and trees that needed trimming. Then she caught this glimpse of movement near what looked like an old shed, a flash of color that might've been clothing.

"Probably just the neighbor," she said, though the nearest house was supposed to be a quarter mile away. "Maybe someone checking to see if we'd arrived."

"Maybe." Tyler didn't sound convinced. "But they're just standing there. Like they're watching the house."

Before Jessica could respond, the sound of a diesel engine rumbling up the driveway announced the arrival of their moving truck. She felt this surge of relief that was probably way out of proportion to the situation. Their stuff was here, which meant they could start making this place feel like home instead of just an empty house that smelled weird.
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