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​Chapter 1: The Inheritance



[image: ]




Ethan slammed the last of his belongings into the cardboard box, muttering curses under his breath. He had given more than fifteen years to this company, dedicating himself to building some of the most iconic landmarks in the city. And this was his reward—the proverbial golden handshake. A euphemism for betrayal, a pat on the back before the shove out the door.

"Economic hardships," they said. "The property market has taken a downturn. It's nothing personal, Ethan." Nothing personal? He wanted to laugh. Of course it was personal. How could it not be? The job had been more than a paycheck; it was his identity, his pride, and his future. Now, a handful of polite corporate platitudes had stolen all of that. 

"What the hell am I supposed to do now? Nobody is hiring architects. It was supposed to be a career for life," Ethan muttered to no one in particular. His words hung heavy in the air of the now-sterile office space, stripped of the personal touches he'd accumulated over the years.

"I'm sure you'll bounce right back," an intern sneered, snapping him out of his thoughts.

"Oh, go to hell, you bloody idiot!" Ethan said. 

"That's out of line!" the intern said, his face flushing red. 

Ethan said nothing. He clipped the intern's shoulder on his way to the elevator, never breaking stride.

As the elevator hummed downward, Ethan shifted his weight from foot to foot, his grip tightening around the box in his arms. A muscle twitched in his jaw. His reflection in the mirrored walls stared back at him—tight-lipped, eyes shadowed with something heavier than anger. He exhaled sharply, but it did nothing to ease the knot coiling tighter in his chest.

The elevator dinged. Cold fluorescent light flooded in, casting harsh lines across his clenched fists. He swallowed hard, his throat dry. The strain of the mortgage, the bills, Claire's hopeful smile—it wrapped around him, suffocating, heavier than the box he carried.

Ethan reached his car, his movements rigid. He hurled the box onto the back seat, its contents spilling across the floor. Slamming the door, he set off a nearby car alarm—the shrill noise blending with the chaos in his head. He collapsed into the driver's seat, gripping the wheel, his chest rising and falling in ragged bursts.

He pounded the steering wheel, then started the engine and drove away for the last time. As he merged onto the city streets, he stole one last glance in the rearview mirror. The office building loomed, its glass facade catching the late afternoon sun—suddenly small, meaningless.

"To hell with you all," he muttered, knuckles whitening on the wheel.

The red glow of the afternoon was fading into a deep indigo as Ethan pulled into the driveway of their upper-class home. Their house, once a symbol of success and stability, now stood before him like a ticking time bomb of debt. Its manicured lawns, slick with droplets from the sprinkler system, seemed out of place—a pristine façade masking the chaos within.

Ethan lingered at the wheel, staring at the shadowy silhouette of the house. He needed to compose himself before going inside. Neither Claire nor the kids deserved his frustration. Outside, crickets droned, unaware of his despair.

With a heavy sigh, he collected his box of belongings, stepped out of the car, and made his way to the door. The faint glow of light spilled through the living room window, and he could already hear the muffled sounds of an argument inside. Not the peaceful refuge he had hoped for.

The moment he stepped into the house, a whirlwind of childish uproar swept over him.

"I told you not to touch my stuff, Ben!" Olivia screamed. His sixteen-year-old daughter, usually quiet and reserved, was furious. Her younger brother, Ben, stood his ground with a defiant look that only an eleven-year-old could muster.

"I didn't break it!" Ben shot back. "You left it where anyone could step on it. That's your fault, not mine!"

"It's ruined, you little...!"

"Enough!" Ethan barked. Both kids froze and turned to him, wide-eyed.

"Welcome home to chaos, my love," Claire said, appearing at the doorway to the kitchen with a tired smile. She walked up to him, kissed him on the lips, and then pulled back, studying him. "What's wrong? What happened?" 

Ethan let out a slow, uneven exhale, steadying himself. "I've lost my job."

Claire paled, the colour draining from her face as she sank into the nearest chair. Her hands gripped the armrests as though bracing for impact. "Why?" 

"Economic downturn. Apparently, it's nothing I did. The market's slow... there's no work for architects right now. At least, that's what they told me." He trailed off, unable to say more.

Claire's chest tightened, heat rising in her skin as uncertainty coiled around her with a heavy, relentless pull. Her mind raced with the daunting realities they faced—mounting bills, never ending responsibilities, and the ever-growing list of expenses. She reached for Ethan's hands, her grip tight, as if anchoring herself to him might somehow steady the storm swirling inside her. "What are we going to do?" she asked. "The mortgage, the school fees, groceries—how are we going to manage it all?"

Ethan said nothing.

Claire sat for a moment, staring at the floor as though searching for answers in the wood's grain. "Okay... okay, hear me out," she said, holding Ethan's hands. "Maybe this is a sign."

"A sign?" 

Claire nodded. "I want to show you something."

She led him into the kitchen, where an open file lay spread across the counter. Claire grabbed the papers and held them out to him, her hands trembling.

"What is this?" Ethan asked, frowning as he paged through the documents. The language was dense and formal, but one word caught his attention: 'inheritance.'

"Someone in my family left me a property—Wilson House. It's an old mansion up near Hollow Creek. The paperwork came through today. I've been struggling with whether to keep it and add it to our list of worries or... well, maybe it could be something more."

"A mansion? Where is this coming from? Who left it to you?"

"It was my aunt, I think. A lawyer tracked me down this morning to fill me in. The place is enormous, Ethan—eight en-suite rooms. We could turn it into a small bed-and-breakfast. It could be our chance to start over."

"Claire, this sounds... crazy. Couldn't we just sell it? Use the money to pay off this mortgage?"

"We can't."

"What do you mean, we can't?"

"There are conditions. We can't sell the house. We have to live there. Otherwise, the inheritance is void."

Ethan let out a short, humourless laugh and shook his head. "This is insane. Who leaves a house like this with strings attached?"

"I don't know," Claire said, "but maybe it doesn't matter. This could be the fresh start we need, Ethan. We could put this house on the market, pay off what we can, and move to Wilson House. It's not ideal, I know, but it's something. It's hope."

Ethan stared at her, weighing the desperation in her voice against the gnawing uncertainty in his gut. He flipped through the documents one last time, the pages rustling in the quiet kitchen. 

"What the hell!" he said, forcing a half-smile. "Let's do it."

Claire's face lit up, her excitement breaking through the tension that had gripped the room. She threw her arms around him. "This will work," she said. "It has to."

As Ethan held her, staring over her shoulder at the pile of papers, a faint unease settled in his chest. Somewhere deep in his gut, something told him that this would not be the fresh start Claire believed it would be.

Three months later, Ethan stood in the empty living room, the lingering scent of Claire's rosemary candles the only trace of their time here. The house—once filled with life and laughter—now felt hollow, as if they were dismantling a part of themselves. Olivia hovered near the window, gazing beyond the picket fence, while Ben traced his fingers over the empty bookshelves.

"I'm going to miss this place," Olivia said.

Ethan sighed, forcing a smile. "New beginnings, Liv. Wilson House could be an adventure."

Claire entered, dusting off her hands. "It's just a house—we'll make it our own."

With one last glance at their old home, Ethan grabbed the last box and stepped outside.

With the house sold; The plan was to use the meagre profit they had made from the sale to renovate the mansion. They had not yet seen the property in person and were relying on instinct and trust in their lawyer, Penelope Marsh, who had assured them it was a worthwhile venture. Despite the uncertainty, Claire was eager to dive into the project. With her extensive experience as a freelance illustrator specialising in historical artwork, she felt certain the mansion would inspire her creativity in ways she had never experienced before.

The kids were bubbling with excitement about this new chapter in their lives. Olivia, in particular, saw it as a chance to start over. At her last school, she struggled to make friends and classmates bullied her about her academic achievements. This move felt like a lifeline, a fresh opportunity to start anew. Even Ben, with his usual restless energy, seemed eager for the adventure ahead, though he couldn't resist peppering the car ride with his usual stream of odd questions and comments.

Miles stretched behind them as Ethan focused on the road, gripping the wheel while his children sang loudly and off-key along to the radio. Outside, the night closed in around them, the headlights cutting through the darkness in thin, wavering beams. For the first time since losing his job, he felt a glimmer of hope, a sense that maybe they could make this work. Yet, lurking beneath his cautious optimism, was an unshakable sense of impending doom.

"Dad, can I get an earring?" Ben asked, tugging at his earlobe.

"Over my dead body!" Ethan said, adjusting the rearview mirror to glance at Ben. A faint smile undercut his stern tone.

"I'll give you one," Olivia said. "We just need some ice and a needle."

Ben recoiled and covered his ear, his face twisting into a dramatic grimace. "Are you crazy?" 

Claire offered a faint smile, her thoughts drifting to another time and place. "I remember the stories my mother used to tell me about my aunt who lived in that old mansion. She would describe it as if the house itself were alive—like it had a presence, a personality all its own. It was different, she'd say, unlike any other place she'd ever known. But she never explained why. It was always just... different."

Olivia and Ben had stopped laughing, their amusement fading into silence as their full attention shifted to Claire's words. But Claire didn't continue the story. She paused, distant, as if the pull of the memories held her back—leaving them suspended in quiet anticipation.

Shuddering, Ethan returned his attention to driving. Out of nowhere, a young woman appeared in the middle of the road, illuminated by the car's headlights. Time seemed to slow as Ethan slammed on the brakes, the squeal of tyres piercing the air. The sudden stop threw Olivia and Ben forward against their seatbelts, while Claire's hands shot out to brace herself against the dashboard. The car veered to the side, tyres skidding on loose gravel. Ethan wrestled with the steering wheel, but the vehicle spun uncontrollably before coming to a jarring stop just inches from a tree.

For a moment, there was only silence, broken by the faint ticking of the car's cooling engine.

"Oh, my word... I hit her," Ethan said, his face ashen. His hands trembled on the steering wheel as the realisation sank in.

"Who?" Claire fumbled with her seatbelt in panic, glancing back to check on the kids. "Who did you hit?"

Before Ethan could respond, Olivia unbuckled her seatbelt and bolted out of the car. "Daddy, help!" she screamed.

Ethan scrambled out of the car and ran toward Olivia, his heart pounding. "Oh, no... oh no..." he said, the words tumbling from his lips as he raced to her side.

Olivia was standing at the edge of the road, her slender frame silhouetted by the headlights. She pointed to the ground, trembling. "Daddy, it's hurt. Do something."

Ethan froze as his eyes fell on the creature lying on the asphalt. It was a deer, its body twisted and broken. Its entrails glistened under the harsh light, spilled out onto the road. The animal let out a low, agonised moan, its chest rising and falling in shallow breaths. Olivia's tear-streaked face turned to him, her eyes wide with pleading.

"Where is she?" Ethan said, his head snapping around the darkened road. "Where's the girl?"

Olivia blinked at him in confusion. "What girl? Daddy, you hit the deer. It's dying. Please, help it."

Ethan shivered. He looked again, scanning the road and the surrounding area for any sign of the person he was certain he'd seen. But there was nothing—just the broken deer and the cold, empty night.

His stomach churned as he knelt beside the animal. Its eyes, glossy and unfocused, seemed to plead with him for release. He felt helpless, torn between the surreal certainty of what he'd witnessed and the undeniable reality before him.

"Dad, do something!" 

Ethan swallowed hard, his hands trembling as he reached out to the deer. But his mind was elsewhere, haunted by the image of the young woman who had vanished into the night.

The next few hours of the drive up to Wilson House were uncannily quiet, each family member lost in their own thoughts. The rhythmic hum of the tyres against the road and the occasional rattle of loose objects in the car created a strange sense of calm. Ben had slumped against the window, fast asleep, his breath fogging up the glass. Olivia stared out at the passing dark landscape, her mind still replaying the agonised cries of the deer. A single tear traced down her cheek, though she quickly wiped it away, not wanting anyone to notice.

Ethan's hands were white-knuckled on the wheel, his eyes locked on the winding road ahead. He tried to push aside the unsettling event of earlier, but couldn't stop thinking about it—the young lady he thought he saw, the sound of the impact, the deer's broken body. It had felt so real. Too real.

The GPS chimed, shattering the silence. "Take the next left. Your destination is ahead."

Ethan followed the mechanical voice's instructions, the car's tyres crunching on gravel as he turned onto a narrow, forgotten road. Thick trees loomed on either side, their gnarled branches intertwined above like skeletal fingers, blocking out the moonlight. The headlights only just seemed to penetrate the blackness, the beams swallowed up as if by a living thing.

"You have arrived at your destination," the GPS announced with finality, then fell silent.

Ethan brought the car to a stop, craning his neck to look out the windshield. Up ahead, caked under years of growth and decay, hung an old wooden sign. One of its chains had snapped, leaving it tilted at an unnatural angle. Moss and mildew encrusted the wood, but Ethan squinted and could just make out the faded lettering: Wil...House.

"Are we there?" Ben said, rubbing his sleepy eyes as he sat up.

"I think we are," Ethan said. "Unless the GPS is broken, and that sign is wrong." 

He pressed on the accelerator, and the car crept forward, its tyres crunching over dirt and fallen leaves. The road stretched out like a tunnel, the overgrown trees arching so low it felt like they might scrape the roof of the car. The headlights threw distorted shadows on the trunks, twisting and curling like dark spectres.

"Isn't this exciting?" Claire said, making everyone jump.

"Exciting?" Olivia said, peering out into the darkness. "It's more like creepy. But... I kind of like it." There was a faint smile on her lips, as if the gloom was helping her forget the haunting image of the deer.

"Do you think it's haunted?" Ben said, his earlier drowsiness replaced by curiosity. He had wriggled out of his seatbelt and perched in the middle, between Ethan and Claire, his wide eyes searching for a glimpse of something—anything—beyond the trees.

"There's no such thing as ghosts." 

"How do you know, Dad?" Ben said. "Didn't you see one tonight?"

"That's not funny, Ben," Claire said, though she bit back a smile. She turned in her seat, trying to give him a stern look, but it only half succeeded.

Before long, the overgrowth broke apart, the claustrophobic tunnel of trees giving way to an open clearing. The sight that awaited them made everyone fall silent.

The mansion loomed before them, a hulking silhouette against the dark sky. Its massive, three-story frame was a testament to another era, a late nineteenth-century relic that once might have stood proud, but now exuded a sense of abandonment. Ivy crawled up its stone walls, choking the structure like a slow-moving parasite. The front driveway curved into a circle around a dry, crumbling fountain, its basin cracked and filled with dead leaves. The mansion's windows stared back at them, dark and empty, like the hollow eyes of a corpse.

Ethan pulled the car to a stop, the engine idling as the family stared out through the windshield in stunned silence.

"Whoa," Ben said, his earlier bravado gone.

"Is this it?" Olivia asked, awestruck and apprehensive.

Claire leaned forward, pressing a hand to the dashboard as she took in the sight. "It's incredible," she said with a note of uncertainty. "It's like stepping back in time."

"We're going to need help," Ethan said. 

His mind raced with the sheer scale of work ahead of them—the overgrown grounds, the crumbling stone, the countless repairs.

"Or maybe an exorcist," Ben said, half-joking but unable to tear his eyes away from the looming structure.

Ethan cut the engine, and the sudden silence felt deafening. For a long moment, no one moved. The mansion seemed to wait, anticipating their arrival.

"Come on," Claire said, breaking the stillness. She smiled, though there was a trace of doubt in her eyes. "Let's go see our new home."

The family exited the car, their eyes transfixed by the building, its shadow stretching across the overgrown lawn under the pale light of the moon.

"I need to pee," Ben said, shifting from foot to foot in a little dance.

"Come on, let's go find a bathroom," Claire said, taking Ben by the hand as though he were a toddler again.

"Are you nuts? I'm not going in there!" Ben said, pulling his hand away and staring up at the dark windows like they would stare back.

"So where do you plan on living then? This is our new home, Ben," Ethan said with a chuckle.

"Oh, yeah," Ben said, taking his mum's hand again, something he rarely did anymore at his age. "It would have been better if we arrived in the daytime."

They ascended the cracked stone steps to the terrace. A massive wooden door stood before them, its surface scarred and weathered but still imposing. Claire pulled out an old iron key from her purse, its jagged edges glinting in the light of her phone. With a satisfying click, she unlocked the door and pushed it open.

The heavy wooden door creaked as it swung inward, revealing a vestibule cloaked in darkness. Claire stepped forward, her phone's light casting long, eerie shadows that danced across the walls. A second door lay ahead, and she pushed it open as well, revealing a small hallway that led into a grand staircase hall. The air inside was cool and perfumed, smelling of aged wood and polish.

Ben clung to Claire's arm, his earlier bravado replaced by wide-eyed apprehension. "It smells weird," he said.

Ethan ran his hand along the wall, searching until his fingers found a series of switches. He flipped them downwards, and one by one, chandeliers and sconces blinked to life, bathing the hallway in a warm, golden glow.

"Oh, wow!" Olivia and Ben said in unison, their earlier apprehension replaced with awe.

Ethan stood frozen for a moment, taking in the sight before him. The polished marble floors gleamed under the lights, leading to a grand spiral staircase that ascended to the upper floors. Intricate mouldings adorned the walls, and the antique and elegant furnishings were in extraordinarily good condition. It stood in striking opposition to the dilapidated exterior they had seen.

"Oh, it's beautiful," Claire whispered, marvelling at the sight. "I didn't expect it to be so... intact."

"I'll grab our sleeping bags from the car," Ethan said, still unaware that the house came fully furnished.

As Ethan stepped outside, the quiet hit him like a wall. The garden, wild and untamed, seemed to swallow all sound. There were no chirping insects, no rustling leaves—just an oppressive, unnatural silence. He shivered and said, "What kind of place is this?"

He headed to the car, his footsteps crunching on the gravel path. Halfway there, he tripped over something solid and swore. Looking down, he saw an old stone ornament—a dolphin—half buried in the weeds. He kicked it aside, but froze as a red glow pulsed near the side of the house. For a split second, it blinked like an eye, then vanished.

Adrenaline surged through him as he reached into the car's trunk. He grabbed a tire iron and moved toward the source of the light.

"Who's there?" he said, searching the blackness of the night as the words hung in the stillness.

"Wahoo! What the heck?" a man yelped, stumbling back in shock.

Ethan jumped back, almost dropping the tire iron. In the dim light, he saw a large man stumble backward, his hands raised.

"Mr Wallace? Mr Ethan Wallace?" the man said, tossing his cigarette to the ground with a trembling hand.

Ethan lowered the tire iron, his heart still pounding. "Yeah. Who the hell are you?"

"I'm sorry, sir. Really sorry," the man said, holding his hands up as if to calm Ethan down. "I'm with the moving company. We got here early and parked the truck around the back. My guys and I were going to sleep in the truck overnight and start unloading in the morning. I didn't mean to scare you."

Ethan exhaled, realising the red glow he'd seen was from the man's cigarette, now discarded on the ground. He let out a nervous laugh; the tension draining from his body.

"You scared the hell out of me," Ethan said. "It's so damn dark out here."

"Back at you, sir," the man said with a sheepish grin. "Didn't mean to freak you out. I'll let my team know you're here. And... sorry again."

"It's fine. Glad you made it. But next time, maybe give me a heads-up before lurking in the shadows."

The man chuckled and nodded. "Will do, Mr Wallace. Have a good night."

Ethan watched as the man disappeared around the side of the house, shaking his head at the absurdity of the situation. He grabbed the sleeping bags from the trunk, glanced once more into the pitch-black night, and headed back to the house, the unsettling silence following him every step of the way.

He stepped back into the house, but before he could gather himself, Ben's voice sliced through the quiet. "Dad, you have to see this." He grabbed his hand and pulled him forward.

Ethan, still shaken but comforted by his son's eagerness, allowed himself to be led. Ben guided him into a large room just off to the right of the hallway. As they stepped inside, the space opened up to reveal an impressive billiard table that immediately caught his attention. The table, though aged and worn, stood solid, its presence commanding the room. Despite the faded and torn green felt, the intricate woodwork and craftsmanship hinted at the table's former grandeur. Individual wooden racks along the walls stored cues, their lacquered finishes gleaming softly under the warm glow of old incandescent lamps. The room's quiet charm captivated him, and he felt it was a forgotten relic of a bygone era.

"Wow," Ethan said, running a hand along the table's edge. "This thing must be over a century old."

"It's cool," Ben said, but his eyes weren't on the table. He was staring at the paintings that lined the walls, a crease forming between his brows. "But... Dad, look at these."

Ethan turned his attention to the artwork and felt a chill creep up his spine. The paintings were dark and macabre, each depicting a hunter standing triumphantly over a slain animal. The details were grotesque—the bloodied faces of the hunters smeared with the crimson of their prey, their eyes glaring with an almost feral intensity. One painting showed a man standing over a deer, its lifeless eyes staring out of the frame. Another featured a bear, its massive form crumpled at the hunter's feet, its fur matted with blood. There was a surreal, almost otherworldly quality to the scenes that made them unsettling.

"Who would hang these in their home?" Ethan said, shocked by the barbarism.

"Maybe mum's aunt was into hunting?" Ben said.

"Not likely," Ethan said, his eyes narrowing as he studied the signature on one painting. It was illegible, more like a scrawl than a name. He made a mental note to investigate further once they settled in.

"Oh, Ethan!" Claire said, stepping into the room and breaking the tension. She twirled in place, taking in the high ceilings, the antique fixtures, and the grand windows covered in heavy, dust-laden drapes. "I think this will work. It's more than I dreamed it would be."

Ethan forced a smile. "It's got potential, that's for sure." But his mind lingered on the unsettling artwork.

Later that night, the family gathered on the second floor in one of the larger bedrooms. They spread out their sleeping bags on the hardwood floor, leaving the beds untouched until they unpacked their linens from the moving truck the next morning. The room was spacious, with a grand canopy bed looming in one corner and an ornate fireplace opposite it. Paintings lined the walls, depicting serene landscapes and pastoral scenes.

As they settled in, the quiet of the house weighed on them. The occasional creak of the floorboards and the faint rustle of the wind against the windows kept them on edge. Olivia lay on her back, staring at the intricate plasterwork on the ceiling, while Ben clung to his flashlight like a talisman.

"Do you think the house has a name?" Olivia asked, breaking the silence.

"It's called Wilson House," Claire said, brushing her hair out of her face as she adjusted her sleeping bag. "It's in the deed."

"Sounds like the name of a haunted place," Ben said, burrowing deeper into his sleeping bag.

"It's just a name," Ethan said, though he couldn't shake the uneasy feeling that had settled over him since their arrival. He glanced at the bedroom door, which they'd left ajar, and thought he saw a shadow flit in the hallway beyond. He chalked it up to exhaustion and closed his eyes, willing himself to sleep.

As the house settled into the stillness of the night, a faint sound echoed through the halls—a soft, rhythmic tapping, like footsteps on the wooden floors. Olivia sat up, her eyes wide.

"Did anyone else hear that?" she said.

Ethan opened his eyes. "It's just the wind," he said, but his attention remained fixed on the darkness beyond the room door.

Claire reached over and squeezed his hand. "Welcome home."

A loud banging on the front door jolted Ethan awake. He sat up, his heart racing. He couldn't remember falling asleep, which had been deep and dreamless—almost unnatural. Disoriented, he blinked at the unfamiliar surroundings of the grand bedroom. Sunlight streamed through the tall, dusty windows, bathing the ornate walls and furniture in a golden glow that softened their once ominous appearance. The room looked almost cheerful now, stripped of its nighttime foreboding.

Ethan glanced around, expecting to see Claire and the kids, but the room was empty. His brow furrowed. Muffled voices emanated from downstairs—Claire's voice, calm and conversational, and another he didn't recognise. A sudden burst of laughter from Claire put him at ease, but curiosity gnawed at him. Who was at the door this early?

He slipped out of the sleeping bag; the fabric crinkling in the still room, and got dressed. Checking his watch, he realised with surprise that it was already ten in the morning. He'd slept like the dead. As he buttoned his shirt, the tantalising smell of bacon wafted up through the house, making his stomach grumble. Combined with the soft glow of sunlight and the faint sounds of life from below, the house felt inviting. Almost... homely.

Ethan ran a hand through his dishevelled hair and headed downstairs. The grand wooden staircase creaked beneath his feet as he descended, its ornate banister gleaming in the sunlight. Turning to the kitchen, tucked behind the stairwell, he stepped into a scene that felt both surreal and domestic.

Claire stood by the stove, flipping strips of sizzling bacon, the sounds of crackling grease punctuating her cheerful conversation. Across the counter sat a woman Ethan had never seen before; elegant and out of place in their current situation. She wore a tailored suit and was paging through a thick sheaf of papers.

Claire glanced up as Ethan entered, a warm smile spreading across her face. "Good morning, sleepyhead. You're up just in time. Ethan, this is Mrs Penelope Marsh—the lawyer I told you about. She's here to go over the legal documents."

Penelope looked up from her papers, offering him a polite, professional smile. "Good morning, Mr Wallace. It's a pleasure to meet you."

"Morning," Ethan said, still a little groggy. He rubbed his face before extending his hand. "Nice to meet you as well. Claire mentioned there were some... conditions we needed to know about?"

Penelope nodded, her smile turning tight-lipped, as if she'd had this conversation more than once. "Yes, though nothing out of the ordinary for an inheritance of this nature. Most of the stipulations pertain to maintaining the integrity of the property."

She glanced down at her notes, then continued. "The conditions are: you are required to make this house your primary residence, keep the current maintenance worker employed, and preserve the original artwork by keeping the paintings where they are. Permit no modern art or renovations that might change the home's character. And you must not sell the house under any circumstances."

Ethan exchanged a glance with Claire, who had paused mid-motion with the spatula. "That's... quite a list," he intoned. "We'll have to keep the maintenance worker employed? We can't afford that right now. Claire and I are both—well, unemployed."

Claire agreed, offering a faint, regretful smile as she dished up the bacon and eggs. "It's just not realistic for us to keep on staff."

Penelope appeared unfazed. "There's no need for concern," she replied, flipping to another page in her documents. "The inheritance includes a fund allocated to cover his salary for the next ten years—longer, depending on the economy."

Ethan blinked, speechless. "Wait, you're serious?" 

"Yes, Mr Wallace," Penelope said.

Claire let out a low whistle, shaking her head in disbelief. "Well, that's unexpected," she said, a small grin tugging at her lips. "Ten years of staff covered? That changes things."

Ethan couldn't suppress a quiet laugh of astonishment. He muttered, "No shit...", as he processed the sheer magnitude of what had just been revealed.

The kitchen fell quiet, save for the soft hiss of the gas stove and the sounds of the kids exploring the house. For the first time, Ethan let himself exhale, allowing the edges of their strange new reality to settle around him. Maybe this place wasn't the burden he'd feared. Maybe—just maybe—it was something else entirely.

Ben startled them all as he burst into the kitchen, sliding across the polished floor in his socks like a runaway train. "Whoo! I love this house—it's awesome!" he said, grinning from ear to ear. "Dad, why are so many of the doors locked?"

"Probably to keep grubby little fingers like yours from touching everything," Ethan said, smirking as he slid a plate of food toward his son.

Claire leaned against the counter. "Why are so many doors locked?" she asked, turning to Penelope. "Any idea?"

The lawyer adjusted her glasses and offered a small shrug. "I'm afraid I don't have the slightest clue. You'd need to ask your handyman. It's possible he is carrying out repairs or maintenance in some rooms."

Claire turned to Ethan, resolute. "Well, we're unlocking them all today. This family has no secrets—and this house shouldn't hold any either."

A deafening crash reverberated through the house, sending a sharp vibration shuddering through the walls and floors. The sound was so sudden and violent it might have been a bomb going off.

Ben was the first to react, tearing down the hallway at full speed, his socks skidding on the polished marble floor. "Ben, wait!" Ethan said, but the boy was already gone. Cursing, Ethan followed.

When he reached the source of the noise, the sight that greeted him stopped him in his tracks. A wooden dresser lay in ruins on the marble floor, its splintered pieces sprawled across the tiles like the aftermath of an explosion. Shards of glass from the shattered mirror lay scattered everywhere, catching the sunlight streaming through the ornate dome of the staircase above. The light fractured into thousands of tiny reflections, dancing across the room—beautiful and dangerous all at once.

Ben stepped forward while looking up to see where it had fallen from.

"Whoa there, buddy!" Ethan said, stopping Ben in his tracks with an outstretched arm. Ben's attention shifted to the floor's scattered shards as he held Ethan's arm. "You don't want to cut your feet on that glass. What were you thinking?" Ethan said.

Ben's wide eyes stared at the wreckage in awe. "What happened, Dad?"

Before Ethan could answer, a commotion echoed down from the second-floor balcony. Muffled shouts of panic and apology rang through the air like guilty bells.

"Sorry, Mr Wallace!" A tense call came from above. "We were trying to manoeuvre the dresser around a table up here on the balcony, and we—we lost our grip on it. It just... slipped. We are so sorry. Is anyone hurt?" The man wiped sweat from his balding head, his face flushed with fright.

Ethan glowered at the balcony. "You could have killed someone down here!" 

His voice reverberated through the open stairwell, echoing off the high walls and ornate railing like an accusation. Silence followed, except for the faint crunch of glass beneath his boots as he stepped back. The tension hung heavy in the air, amplifying the contrast between the sunlit beauty of the space and the sharp reminder of its hidden dangers.

Ethan exhaled, trying to steady his temper as he looked at Ben, whose eyes remained fixed on the destruction. "Stay here," he said, lifting Ben and setting him down on the edge of the hallway where the glass hadn't reached. "Don't move until I've cleaned this up, okay?"

Ben nodded, subdued.

Ethan cast another glance at the balcony. A dark unease prickled at the edges of his thoughts. The house, with all its grandeur and beauty, was feeling... temperamental. First the locked doors. Now this. He shuddered, a sense of unease washing over him as he wondered what other dangers lurked, unseen.

"Oh, no... is that my dresser? The one you gave me for my birthday?" Olivia cried, emerging from the reception room where she had been investigating the vast library of dusty, leather-bound books. Her face paled with dismay at the sight of splintered wood and a shattered mirror spread across the marble floor.

Behind her, a man stood biting a pipe between his yellow teeth, his expression calm despite the chaos. "I'm afraid that dresser is beyond repair. Though I can bring in another from storage. There's one that used to belong to Miss Eliza—still in excellent condition, if I recall."

Startled, Olivia let out a small gasp and spun around. Samuel stood there, having materialised from nowhere. Dressed in an old, worn handyman's uniform, he was a thin, wiry man with sharp features and dark eyes that held a quiet knowing. His sudden appearance made Olivia's heart skip a beat.

"Who's Eliza?" Olivia asked, frowning as she steadied herself.

Samuel thoughtfully tilted his head. "Miss Eliza Wilson—one of the original residents of this house. Quite the spirited young lady."

The words struck Ben like a jolt of electricity. He straightened up, his pulse quickening as the fragments of his dream rushed back to him.

"I think I dreamt of her last night," Ben blurted. He turned to Olivia. "It was so real. I saw this weird, blue shimmer—like I was looking through wavy glass. And beyond it, there was a girl. She looked a little older than you."

Olivia blinked, startled by his sudden declaration. "What are you talking about?"

"It was her—Eliza. Someone called her name, but it was weird, like they were speaking through a tin can or something. It didn't feel like a normal dream."

Curious, Olivia crossed her arms, her scepticism momentarily forgotten. "You saw her? In the dream?"

"Yeah," Ben said, nodding emphatically. 

Samuel froze for a moment before chuckling." Miss Eliza went missing in 1810. If it really were her, you'd be dreaming of a lady who'd be over two hundred years old by now."

Claire stepped forward, eyeing the stranger suspiciously. "Excuse me," she said, her posture stiffening with caution, "but who are you?" She glanced at Ben with a faint sigh. "And Ben, please stop making up stories."

Samuel turned his attention to Claire, sporting—a thin, crooked smile that revealed a missing front tooth. "My apologies, madam. I didn't mean to startle anyone. Name's Samuel. I am the grounds and handyman here. Been keeping this place ticking for some time now. I was just on my way to sort out the electrics in the den when I heard the commotion." He extended his rough, calloused hand toward her as he stepped further into the room, the crunch of broken glass beneath his boots punctuating the silence.

Claire hesitated before shaking his hand. There was something old-fashioned about his demeanour—too polite, too practiced, as though he belonged to another time.

"I'm not making up stories," Ben said. He kicked at a broken piece of wood, his brow furrowing. "I saw her in a dream."

Samuel's attention lingered on Ben for just a second longer than necessary, though he said nothing further. Instead, he turned back to the broken dresser and let out a small, reflective sigh, as though it was not the first time such accidents had occurred in the old house.

"Well," he said, wiping his hands on a rag from his pocket, "I'll bring up that dresser for you, Miss Olivia. The one from Miss Eliza's old room—it's quite beautiful. Almost as though it's waiting to be used again."

He turned and walked to the hallway with an unhurried gait, the echo of his boots carrying through the house long after he was gone. Claire watched him go, her unease deepening.

"Where did he come from?" she said.

Olivia, still frowning, knelt to examine the broken fragments of the mirror, as though searching for something within them. "Sometimes I feel like there's someone here... watching us."

"Don't start," Claire warned. She glanced at the shattered mirror, then up at the grand staircase. For the first time in the bright daylight, the house seemed darker—its secrets lurking just beyond reach.

"Well, I must say," Penelope said with a dramatic sigh, "this has all been quite the eventful morning. A bit too exciting for my taste, if I'm honest." She gave a nervous laugh, her polished demeanour cracking. "Thank you for signing the last of these papers. I'll ensure you receive copies—likely by tomorrow."

Claire offered a polite smile, though her eyes lingered on the broken glass still scattered across the floor. "Thank you, Penelope, for taking the time to come all the way out here with those. I know it couldn't have been convenient." As she spoke, she reached out, stopping Ben with a firm hand in front of his chest just as he stepped forward. "Ben, watch your feet!" 

He froze, his toe hovering inches above a jagged shard of mirror glinting in the sunlight. "Honestly boy!"

"Sorry, Mum." Ben stepped back, his eyes still fixed on the wreckage.

Penelope adjusted her glasses and peered over at the scene, tutting. "Children and sharp objects," she said with a faint shake of her head. "Never a good combination. That mirror didn't survive the day, did it? A pity, though I suppose it was bound to happen in a house like this." She paused. "This place... it's beautiful, of course, but it carries something with it, doesn't it? A kind of presence. A heaviness, if you will. One must wonder what stories these walls could tell."

Claire glanced at Penelope, surprised by the remark. "Heaviness?" she echoed, unsure whether she agreed. The house sometimes felt oppressive, but she wasn't ready to admit it—not aloud, at least. "It certainly is full of history," she said, her hand resting on Ben's shoulder.

Penelope gave a knowing smile, her eyes flicking to the towering staircase and the darkened hallways beyond. "History, yes," she said. "Though history often comes with its share of secrets, doesn't it? I'll leave you to uncover those for yourselves." She gathered her bag and smoothed her gloves, her every movement deliberate and practiced. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll see myself out before something else crashes to the ground."

Claire chuckled, though the laugh felt hollow. "Let me walk you to the door," she offered.

Penelope held up a hand. "No need, my dear. I know the way. Besides, it seems you have your hands full," she said with a pointed glance at Ben, who was now inspecting the remains of the broken dresser with far too much enthusiasm.

Penelope hesitated for a moment as she reached the doorway, her eyes scanning the room once more. "Be careful in this house—old places like this... well, they have a way of holding onto things. Memories. Some good. Others..." Her voice faded, a shadow lurking behind her thoughts. Then, with a brisk nod, she straightened. "Take care, Claire. Call if you need anything." 

With that, she turned and made her way out, her heels clicking against the marble floor, the sound fading as the grand front door creaked open and then shut behind her.

Claire exhaled, her hand slipping from Ben's shoulder as a heavy silence settled over the room. She glanced down at her son, who remained fixated on the scattered shards of glass at his feet.

"What's so fascinating, Ben?" 

Ben shrugged, his brow furrowing as he struggled to find the right words. "It's just... weird," he muttered, his focus never leaving the fragments on the floor.

Claire tilted her head. "What's weird?" 

"Well... I've never heard the name Eliza before. Not until today. And just this morning, I had a dream about her."

"Are you sure? Maybe you heard her name before and just don't remember? These things have a way of sticking in the back of your mind."

Ben shook his head firmly, goosebumps prickling his skin. "No, Mum. I'm sure. I've never heard any stories about her. The first time I heard her name was this morning when Samuel mentioned it." Pausing, he spoke in a near whisper. "But I dreamed about her before he said it. Isn't that... weird?"

Claire frowned, pondering his words. "Dreams can be strange. Sometimes your brain picks up on little details you don't even realise you noticed. Maybe you saw her name on something around the house, like a plaque or one of the paintings?"

Ben shook his head again, more emphatically this time. "No," he said with conviction. "It wasn't just a name. I saw her, Mum. She was standing there, through this weird blue shimmer—like glass or water. And then someone called out to her, but their voice sounded... strange. Like it wasn't really here."

"Ben, dreams can feel incredibly real, but they're just that—dreams. You've been spending time in this old house. Maybe your imagination is piecing things together."

Ben looked back at the broken shards on the floor, his toes brushing against one of the jagged pieces. "I don't think it's just my imagination. It's more than that. I know it is."

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Claire reached out and gently took his hand, pulling him away from the sharp fragments. "Come on," she said. "Let's clean this up and leave the past where it belongs."

Claire couldn't help but glance over her shoulder, her unease growing. If Ben truly hadn't heard of Eliza before Samuel's mention, how could her name have appeared in his dream? She shook the thought away, but the doubt lingered, as persistent as the wind outside.
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​Chapter 2: Settling In
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After a long and exhausting first few days, they had finished unpacking most of the boxes. Yet, the belongings that had once filled every corner of their previous home were barely noticeable in the vast, cavernous rooms of the old mansion. They cleared the grand staircase hall, once cluttered with debris, remnants of disuse and the shattered dresser; now, it gleamed under the light streaming through the stained-glass dome above. It was as though the house was breathing again, revealing its forgotten grandeur.

Considering their usual sibling squabbles, Ben and Olivia claimed their bedrooms with little argument. Ben's room was next door to his parents' spacious main bedroom, while Olivia had chosen a bedroom tucked away in the far corner of the house, as though seeking a sense of independence in the sprawling estate.

Ben was in awe at the size of his new room. It was larger than his old bedroom and playroom combined, complete with a walk-in closet that felt more like a secret hideaway and a private bathroom that made him feel like a king. He had already begun filling the shelves with his books, action figures, and gadgets, though they looked almost laughably small in the vast space. The tall windows, draped in heavy velvet curtains, cast dramatic shafts of light across the floor, making the room feel like something out of a storybook.

Meanwhile, Olivia found her room enchanting. The centrepiece was the bed—a grand, four-poster masterpiece draped with faded but intricate lace curtains that looked like they belonged in a princess's castle. She couldn't help but run her fingers along the carved posts, marvelling at the craftsmanship.

Her attention shifted to Eliza's dresser, the one Samuel had brought up from storage. It was magnificent: a sturdy, ornate piece of furniture with rich, dark wood that shimmered in the golden light from her windows. Delicate carvings of flowers and vines adorned its surface, and its many drawers seemed to invite her curiosity. As she slid them open, she discovered hidden compartments—perfect for storing her jewellery, little trinkets, and perhaps even a diary. She smiled as she thought about the secrets the dresser must have kept over the decades, hidden away in this old house.

Compared to her old dresser, which now lay in splinters, this one was in a different league. Truth be told, she felt almost relieved that the old one had shattered. It appeared fate had conspired to give her something so much more beautiful and fitting for this enchanting, mysterious home.

Her fingers trailed over the smooth wood of the dresser as she let out a contented sigh. For a moment, she felt like she had stepped back in time, as though Eliza herself might walk into the room at any moment to reclaim her belongings. The thought sent a faint shiver down her spine.

She glanced out the tall window. She could see the sprawling grounds beyond, cloaked in the amber glow of the sun. This house was strange, yes, and full of secrets, but it was also hers now. And a small part of her couldn't help but feel like it had been waiting for her all along.

Ben's small collection of clothes and shoes looked sparse in the massive walk-in closet. He stood back and admired the vast space for a moment before his natural curiosity kicked in. The mansion was full of secrets; he was sure of it. Maybe the closet, with its strange nooks and crannies, was hiding something, too.

He began tapping the walls, listening for the hollow sound he'd learned from TV shows about secret rooms and trapdoors. But his efforts were in vain. The walls weren't the thin drywall like from their old house—drywall you could punch a hole through if angry enough. These were cold, solid stone. Cutting or prying his way through would be impossible.

Frustrated but undeterred, Ben turned his attention upward. His eyes followed the wooden shelves climbing all the way to the ceiling, each one promising endless possibilities. With a grin, he hoisted himself up onto the lowest shelf and began climbing like it was a jungle gym, using his wiry frame to manoeuvre higher and higher until he was resting on the very top shelf. He leaned back, a thrill running through him.

"This is an excellent hiding spot," he said, picturing all the games of hide-and-seek he'd win now.

Something on the opposite side of the closet caught his eye. Was that... a loose plank? His heart raced. Treasure, maybe? Or something even cooler?

He jumped down with practiced ease, landing on the wooden floor with a thump. Without hesitation, he scrambled up the other side, scaling the shelves like an expert climber. The top shelf wobbled under his weight, but he didn't care. His fingers grasped at the edge of the supposed plank, but as he worked it loose, he realised it wasn't a plank at all. It was part of the wall—an uneven, removable piece of stone tucked into the architecture.

Ben pried the piece loose, revealing a small, dark opening. His pulse thundered in his ears as he squinted, trying to make out what was inside. It was too dark to see anything, so without hesitation, he stuck his hand inside.

The air in the opening felt colder, like the chill of a forgotten space untouched for years. He groped blindly, searching for something—anything—hidden inside. Then, all at once, his fingers brushed against something warm and soft.

Ben froze. Every hair on his body stood on end. It felt like... fingers.

With a sharp yelp, he yanked his hand back and lost his balance, toppling off the shelf in a flurry of limbs. He hit the floor hard; the impact knocking the wind out of him. For a moment, he lay there, stunned and gasping, his chest heaving as he tried to comprehend what had just happened.

Claire called through the doorway, her tone demanding. "Ben! What are you doing in there?" The rustle of sheets and the rhythmic fluffing of pillows followed, punctuated by the creak of the giant bed frame.

Ben groaned, still sprawled on the closet floor. "Nothing, Mum!" he said, pushing himself into a sitting position.

Claire's footsteps paused for a moment, as if she were deciding whether to investigate. Then she sighed and went back to wrestling with the sheets.

Ben inhaled unevenly. Whatever it was, it hadn't come after him. It couldn't be that dangerous... right? His limbs trembled as he climbed the shelves again, fear battling with curiosity.

The dark opening loomed before him, daring him to try again. He plunged his hand inside, determined to prove it wasn't just his imagination. His fingers touched something solid—not smooth and warm this time, but rough and textured. Carefully, he pulled it out.

A book.

Ben held it up to the light, his heart still pounding as he examined the cover. The book was old—ancient, even—its leather worn and cracked at the edges. Faded golden lettering glinted in the dim light. He ran his fingers over the embossed name on the cover.

Eliza.

Ben's skin prickled, and a wave of unease tightened his chest as the memory of his dream rushed back without warning.

He stared at it, wide-eyed, his earlier fear forgotten in the rush of discovery. His mind raced with possibilities. Did Eliza hide it there? What secrets might it hold? And more importantly... why did it feel like someone—or something—had been waiting for him to find it?
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