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Chapter One - The House on Wisteria Lane
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The last thing Madison Hall expected to see on her first morning in Savannah was fog - thick, low-lying, and draped across the streets like the city was hiding something.

She eased her car to a stop at the curb in front of 306 Wisteria Lane, engine ticking in the humidity. The house loomed just beyond the mist, partially obscured behind a curtain of moss-covered oaks. It had a timeless look, the kind of place that might have whispered to passing generations: I’ll keep your secrets if you keep mine.

She stepped out, the gravel crackling beneath her sneakers, and leaned against the door, drawing in a long breath.

The air smelled like damp earth, wood smoke, and salt - Savannah’s perfume. She didn’t know how she felt about it yet.

The house in front of her was taller than she remembered from the photos. A two-story Queen Anne style with weatherworn shutters, chipping white paint, and a deep front porch that sagged slightly to the left. Ivy crept up one of the columns. A ceramic wind chime hung from the eaves, tinkling faintly in the breeze.

Her fingers wrapped around the key in her coat pocket - a skeleton key, heavy and brass. When she’d signed the lease, the realtor mentioned that “the house likes to hold onto its history.” At the time, she thought it was a quirky Savannahism. Now, standing in front of the place, it felt more like a warning.

She hadn’t told anyone she was moving here. Not her parents in South Carolina, not her ex-fiancé Michael, and not her friends who still thought she was on some kind of extended yoga retreat. She just... needed out.

Of the city. Of the relationship. Of her old life.

After two years of planning a wedding that never happened, the quiet felt less like loneliness and more like liberation.

She pulled her suitcase from the back seat and rolled it up the narrow path to the porch. The boards creaked under her weight, old wood giving a reluctant groan like the house itself was waking up.

She smiled despite herself.

“Hi,” she whispered to the front door. “I’m Madison. Let’s try not to scare each other.”

The key slid into the lock and turned with a satisfying click. The doorknob, cold and smooth, turned easily.

And just like that, she was inside.

The scent of the house hit her first - aged wood, lemon polish, and something faintly floral, like wilted jasmine left in an old book. The air inside was cooler than outside, still and watchful.

Her footsteps echoed across the floorboards as she stepped into the foyer. The ceiling rose high above her, adorned with crown molding that curled like icing at the corners. A grand staircase wound upward along the right wall, its railing smooth with time and use. The wallpaper was faded but elegant - cream with soft gold leaves trailing upward in a pattern that felt both timeless and tired.

To her left was a parlor, with tall windows shuttered against the morning light. An upright piano sat in one corner, draped in a linen cover. A fireplace filled the opposite wall, a mirror above it reflecting the muted hues of the room. Dust swirled lazily in the shafts of light filtering through the shutters.

Madison stood quietly for a moment, allowing her eyes to adjust and her heartbeat to slow. The house didn’t feel threatening - not exactly - but it didn’t feel empty either.

She dropped her keys in a ceramic dish on the entryway table and kicked off her shoes.

The kitchen was narrow, tucked in the back, with a deep farmhouse sink and worn tile counters. A row of glass cabinets held mismatched dishes and a few antique glasses. The fridge was newish, thankfully, and the stove looked like it might have once belonged to a sailor.

Her stomach rumbled.

She hadn’t eaten since early that morning. Between packing the car, saying a final goodbye to her old apartment, and driving the winding Lowcountry highways, she’d completely forgotten about food.

She rifled through the single grocery bag she’d brought with her and produced a bag of trail mix and a protein bar - less of a meal and more of a truce with her appetite.

She ate standing up at the counter, the silence around her stretching and breathing like a living thing.

She paused mid-chew.

There it was again.

That feeling.

The weight of being watched.

She turned slowly. No one.

Just the soft ticking of a wall clock.

Still, her skin prickled.

Madison stepped into the dining room - a long, narrow space with wainscoted walls and a table big enough for ten, though only four chairs remained. One had a fraying cushion; another looked newer, out of place.

She reached out to run her fingers along the table’s edge - and paused.

A single rose lay at the center.

White. Fresh.

She hadn’t put it there.

She stared at the rose.

It sat in the exact center of the table, a single perfect bloom with no vase, no stem wrap, nothing. Just petals curled delicately outward, white as milk, untouched by time or decay.

Her first thought: the realtor.

But the realtor hadn’t stepped inside with her. No one had.

She crossed the room slowly, her feet silent on the old floor. Each step toward the rose felt strangely loud, as if the house itself were leaning in to listen.

When she finally reached it, she hesitated.

Then she reached out and touched one petal. It was cool. Real. Slightly damp with dew, like it had just been plucked.

Her pulse quickened.

She wasn’t someone who spooked easily. She’d traveled alone before. Camped in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Had a flat tire in a thunderstorm at midnight once. She could handle solitude. Creaky floors and drafty windows weren’t going to rattle her.

But a fresh rose in a locked, empty house?

That was something else entirely.

She picked it up gently and held it in her palm. The stem had been neatly clipped. There were no thorns. No note. No logical explanation.

Madison turned, scanning the room.

Still empty.

Still quiet.

She checked the front and back doors again - locked. She even climbed the stairs and opened every door in the upstairs hallway. Bedroom, guest room, tiny bathroom, attic door. No one. Nothing out of place.

Except for the smell.

She caught it at the top of the stairs. A hint of lavender and pipe smoke - an odd combination that reminded her of a visit to an old Victorian house museum she went to in Charleston once, back when things with Michael still felt simple.

Michael.

She closed her eyes. Let the name roll off her mind like water. She didn’t move here for him, or because of him. But he was part of the story. The part she’d boxed up and shoved into the mental attic of her life.

He wanted different things. That’s what he said. As if a shared life together was a changeable whim. As if she was a thing.

She opened her eyes and descended the stairs again.

Back in the parlor, she placed the white rose on the fireplace mantel, nestled between two unlit candlesticks. It looked... right there. Like it belonged.

She turned toward the piano, curiosity pulling her.

The linen draped over it was heavy with dust. She pulled it back slowly, revealing wood polished to a faded shine, keys slightly yellowed with age.

She sat on the bench. Lifted the lid.

The keys stared back.

She pressed one gently.

A low note hummed in the still air.

She played another. Then a third. They rang, just a little off tune, but not broken.

A melody began to form - something simple, haunting. She couldn’t even say where it came from. It was just... in her fingers.

When she stopped, the silence that followed felt thick, like syrup.

Then she heard it.

A footstep.

Upstairs.

Madison froze.

The sound hadn’t been the house settling. It wasn’t a groan of old timber or the pop of warm air in the ducts. It was deliberate. A heel against floorboard. Quiet. Measured. Directly above her.

She stood from the piano slowly, her breath catching in her throat.

Another step.

Then silence.

She grabbed her phone from the entryway table - no missed calls, no messages, no sign of the normal world breaking through. She turned on the flashlight and started up the stairs.

Each step groaned beneath her feet, the handrail smooth and slightly sticky from years of use. At the top, the hallway stretched out before her, lit only by the sliver of afternoon sun slipping through the stained-glass transom window.

She held her breath and listened.

Nothing.

She checked the bedroom - bed still made, suitcases untouched. The guest room - empty, neat. The bathroom - clean, silent, sterile.

She approached the attic door, hesitating.

The handle was cool to the touch. She turned it.

Locked.

She tested it again, pulling slightly. It didn’t budge.

A gust of air brushed past her then - cool and unmistakably real, as if someone had walked directly by her.

She turned quickly.

No one.

But the faint scent of pipe smoke returned.

Her heart pounded in her chest. Not out of terror, exactly. Something else. Like she was standing on the edge of understanding something she couldn’t quite reach.

Downstairs, the piano lid slammed shut.

She gasped and raced back down, nearly tripping on the last two steps. The parlor was just as she’d left it, except the piano lid was closed again. The rose on the mantel remained untouched.

She exhaled a shaky breath and laughed nervously to herself. “Okay. Message received.”

She didn’t touch the piano again that day.

Instead, she poured herself a glass of wine from the bottle she’d brought, curled up on the old couch, and stared at the empty chair across from her like it might speak.

And maybe, if she listened hard enough, it would.

Outside, dusk crept in slow, turning the windows into mirrors. Inside, the house held its breath.

Somewhere beyond the veil of time and memory, something was stirring.

Something wanted to be seen.

She stayed on the couch long after the wine glass was empty, watching the light dim and the house settle around her. Crickets began to chirp just outside the open window, and the occasional hum of a car rolled by, muted by the heavy drapes of Spanish moss that lined the street.

She glanced at the piano again.

Nothing moved.

Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone - or something - had been watching her since she arrived. Not with malice, exactly. More like a quiet, aching curiosity. As if the house itself had been waiting.

For her.

Her eyes drifted to the rose again. It caught the last of the twilight, its petals glowing faintly in the mirror above the mantle.

Madison stood and crossed the room.

She picked up the rose once more, this time turning it gently in her fingers. As she did, a single petal loosened and drifted to the floor.

She knelt to pick it up, and as she did, she noticed something beneath the rug - just a sliver of dark wood that looked... wrong.

Out of place.

She pulled back the edge of the rug.

A seam.

A trapdoor?

Her fingers traced the edges.

It was real.

She stood quickly, heart racing. Her instincts screamed to leave it be. But her curiosity - the part of her that had packed up her entire life and moved to a haunted city on impulse - leaned in.

She let the rug fall back over it. Not tonight.

She whispered to the room, “Tomorrow.”

The house didn’t respond.

But something in the air shifted - like a breath held for too long, now slowly released.
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Chapter Two - Shadows in the Parlor
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The morning sun spilled through the parlor windows in slanted gold beams, catching dust motes in midair like tiny floating stars. Madison stood barefoot in the kitchen, clutching a warm mug of coffee between her hands, and staring at the clock above the stove. 7:12 a.m.

She hadn’t planned to be up so early. Not after the night she had.

Sleep had come in fits, interrupted by creaks in the floorboards above her head and the unmistakable sound - once again - of footsteps. But it wasn’t just the footsteps this time. There had been music, too. Soft and distant, like a piano being played underwater.

She didn’t go back upstairs after hearing it.

Instead, she’d pulled the blanket up to her chin and stared at the ceiling until the morning light pushed away the shadows.

Now, with caffeine warming her blood and the silence of the house softened by birdsong from the open window, she almost felt foolish.

Almost.

She carried her mug into the parlor. The piano was exactly where it had been - closed, untouched. The rose still rested on the mantel, though now it had begun to brown at the edges, the petals curling inward like a secret trying to stay hidden.

She approached the rug again.

The corner where she had noticed the seam still pulled slightly away from the floorboards, betraying its presence. She set the mug down and knelt, pushing back the heavy fabric. The wood beneath was smooth but uneven. Her fingers traced the edges until she found it again - a slight indentation in the floor, no wider than her palm, framed in narrow seams.

A trapdoor.

She hadn’t dreamed it.

She glanced around the empty room, heart thudding.

“Alright,” she whispered, as if speaking would make her braver. “Let’s see what you’re hiding.”

She slid her fingers along the narrow groove, hunting for a latch or notch - anything she could grip. Finally, near the back corner, her thumb caught a small brass ring embedded flush with the wood. She hadn’t noticed it the night before. It was nearly invisible unless you were looking for it.

She hesitated.

Then, slowly, she pulled.

The trapdoor lifted with a reluctant creak, its hinges groaning like an old man waking from a long nap. A wave of cold air spilled out - earthy, slightly metallic, with the sharp bite of long-undisturbed space.

She leaned over and peered inside.

Stairs.

Narrow, wooden steps descended into darkness.

No light. No welcome. Just shadow and the suggestion of space.

“Of course there’s a cellar,” she muttered. “Of course there is.”

She stood, retrieved her phone from the mantle, and turned on the flashlight.

The beam cut through the dark like a narrow sword. The steps looked solid but steep, the walls close on either side. A few cobwebs hung thick across the passage, like curtains guarding forgotten memories.

For a moment, she considered leaving it for another day.

But she didn’t move here to ignore things.

She moved here to start over.

And starting over, she was beginning to realize, meant facing whatever the hell was underneath this house.

She took the first step down.

It groaned under her weight.

Then the next.

The air grew cooler with each footfall, like stepping into a different time.

And just as she reached the bottom, her light flickered - and went out.

For one long, pulsing moment, Madison stood in perfect blackness.

No light. No sound. Just the damp weight of underground air pressing against her skin.

She tapped the screen of her phone. Nothing. The flashlight had died, the screen frozen in place. Typical.

She held her breath and waited for her eyes to adjust. Slowly, shapes began to form. The faintest outline of a room - a low ceiling overhead, stone walls hugging the narrow space, and wooden shelves pressed against the back wall. The air was cooler here, sharp with the scent of old paper and mildew. Not wet, exactly. Just aged.

She reached out with one hand, letting her fingers skim the wall beside her as she stepped forward cautiously. The stone was rough and cool, like the inside of a crypt.

Then she kicked something.

It clattered across the floor - metal, by the sound of it.

She crouched down, feeling for it. Her fingers landed on a rusted lantern.

An actual, honest-to-God oil lantern.

She laughed softly. “Of course.”

It was dusty but intact. She lifted it carefully and spotted a small box of matches tucked behind it on a shelf. She struck one against the stone wall. The match flared to life, casting dancing orange shadows along the walls. Her hands moved instinctively, lighting the wick inside the lantern. The flame caught slowly, then bloomed.

A warm glow filled the cellar, and with it came clarity.

The shelves were full of boxes - wooden crates, paper-wrapped bundles, and one small trunk with a curved lid and brass latch. Dust coated everything. Spiderwebs clung like gauze.

But one box stood out.

It was newer.

Less dust, fewer cobwebs. The wood looked fresher, the corners sharp. Someone had been down here recently.

And they hadn’t come through the front door.

Madison moved slowly, lantern in one hand, the other outstretched for balance. Her boots echoed slightly on the stone floor - just enough sound to remind her she was alone.

At least, she hoped she was.

She crouched in front of the newer box, the lantern’s glow revealing faint scuff marks around it. As if someone had dragged it across the floor not too long ago. Maybe weeks. Maybe days.

The lid creaked as she pried it open.

Inside were bundles of letters. Dozens of them, maybe more. Each tied in pale blue ribbon, yellowed with age but handled often enough that the creases had worn smooth. The top envelope was addressed in careful cursive:

To Eleanor, from Joseph.

August 19, 1924.

Her fingers tingled as she lifted the bundle.

She had no idea what she was expecting - blueprints, records, maybe some old Confederate bonds - but not this. Not love letters. Not real, handwritten pieces of someone else’s life tucked neatly beneath her home.

She untied the ribbon and opened the first letter. The ink had faded slightly, but the words remained strong.

My Dearest Eleanor,

Today the magnolias opened, and I could think only of you. Your absence folds into me like dusk - quiet, inevitable, and full of aching space. I played the piano for hours today, but every note sounded hollow without your voice echoing back.

Madison’s throat tightened.

She read the rest in silence, and when she finished, she folded it carefully and returned it to the bundle. She reached for another, but a sudden rush of cold swept past her - the kind of chill that wrapped itself around the bones.

She stood quickly, lantern raised, scanning the corners of the cellar.

Nothing moved.

And yet the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

A whisper.

Not in sound - but in sensation.

A message, pressed into her consciousness like breath fogging glass.

“Keep reading.”

Her fingers trembled slightly as she crouched again, lantern light flickering across the spines of old crates and shadowed corners. She lifted another letter - this one with a small, dried sprig of lavender pressed inside. The scent was faint but unmistakable, preserved by time and tenderness.

Eleanor, my heart stumbles in your absence like a song missing its refrain. Savannah feels hollow without you - just brick and rain and the sound of the wind through empty trees. Please come home. The house remembers your laughter. I can hear it even when I close my eyes.

Madison swallowed hard.

She didn’t know these people - had never heard their voices, seen their faces - but the emotion in Joseph’s words hit like an echo in her own chest. It wasn’t just longing. It was love caught mid-breath, unfinished.

She traced the signature again. His handwriting was elegant, almost formal, but the flourishes gave him away. He loved her. Deeply. Unapologetically.

She imagined Eleanor opening that letter, reading it beside a window while the house around her breathed quietly, just like it did now.

Madison exhaled slowly, lantern steady in her hand.

If this house still held on to their love...

Then maybe it also held on to their pain.

And someone wanted her to know.

Madison climbed the stairs from the cellar with the letter bundle pressed firmly to her chest. The trapdoor creaked shut behind her, and she set the lantern on the floor beside it, heart still thudding.

She didn’t understand it fully - not yet - but she knew one thing: the presence in this house wasn’t just noise in the night. It was conscious. It was waiting. And it had chosen her.

She returned to the parlor, sitting cross-legged on the floor beside the mantle. The piano, quiet now, seemed to hum in the stillness. Not literally. But like a cat watching from across the room - waiting to be acknowledged.

The bundle of letters rested in her lap, and one thought kept pressing against her mind: Why now?

Why had the house revealed them to her? Why her?

The sound of tires on gravel pulled her attention. She stood and peeked through the front window.

A red Ford truck rolled to a stop near the curb. The driver door opened.

Tommy.

He climbed out slowly, holding a basket in one hand and a small book tucked under his arm. As he approached the porch, Madison opened the front door.

He looked sheepish; his sandy hair tousled by the breeze. “Hope it’s not too early. Thought I’d bring something by. Housewarming of sorts.”

She smiled, grateful for the normalcy. “If there’s caffeine in that basket, you’re already my favorite person in Savannah.”

“Peach cobbler,” he said, holding it up. “Not quite coffee, but it’ll keep your soul warm.”

He stepped inside, looking around with open curiosity. “Still settling in?”

“Sort of,” she said, closing the door behind him. “Or maybe the house is settling into me.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like something Eleanor might’ve said.”

Her heart jumped. “You know about her?”

Tommy nodded and set the cobbler on the entryway table. “Local history buff. Her story’s famous around here - well, to those of us who still care.”

She motioned for him to follow her into the parlor. “You might want to see this.”

When she placed the letter bundle in his hands, Tommy’s expression changed. Not confusion. Recognition.

“Where did you find these?”

“In the cellar. This morning.”

He opened one gently, reading the first few lines. His voice dropped. “I’ve seen these quoted in archives, but no one ever knew where they were.”

Madison met his gaze. “Why are they important?”

“Because the city blamed Joseph for Eleanor’s death,” Tommy said softly. “But the people who knew them... never believed it.”

He looked up at her. “These letters might prove he didn’t do it.”

Madison leaned back against the wall, heart pounding.

So, the house hadn’t just chosen her for any reason.

It had chosen her to finish a story that had never been told right.

Tommy set the letter down gently, as though it might shatter.

“They were in love,” he said. “Real love. You can feel it in the way he writes her name.”

Madison nodded slowly. “It’s more than that. I think... he’s still here.”

Tommy blinked. “You mean that figuratively, or -?”

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “But something’s happening in this house. The footsteps. The piano. The cold spots. It’s like the past is trying to claw its way forward.”

Tommy didn’t scoff or step back. Instead, he looked around the room, thoughtful.

“There’s a legend about this place,” he said. “Locals say the house holds emotions like a sponge. The more love, grief, joy - or pain - that happens here, the more the walls keep it. People used to call it the House of Echoes.”

“Echoes of what?”

“Whatever wasn’t finished.”

That landed in her chest like a stone.

She walked to the mantle and stared at the rose again. Its petals were now visibly curling, beginning to fall.

Madison picked it up, turning it between her fingers.

“Do you think they’re trying to show us something?” she asked.

Tommy stepped closer, voice low. “Maybe they’re trying to show you.”

She met his eyes.

And in that still, shadow-drenched room, a new understanding passed between them - one that wasn’t just about ghosts or history. It was about being chosen. About purpose.

“I need to know what really happened,” she said quietly.

“Then let’s find out,” Tommy replied. “Together.”

Outside, the moss stirred in the wind.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three - The Woman at the Edge of Town
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The next morning, a thin fog draped the streets of Savannah, rolling low across the cobblestones like a breath the city hadn’t quite released. Madison stood on her front porch, clutching a thermos of coffee, and staring down at the locket in her hand. She’d wiped the dust from its surface, polished the initials until they gleamed again. E.G. - a woman whose voice had nearly been lost to time.

But not anymore.

Inside, her shoulder bag was packed with everything she thought she might need for the day: the locket, the copied letters, her notepad, a flashlight (just in case), and Tommy’s number written twice - once in her phone, once on a post-it in case her battery died. She wasn’t sure what the day would bring, only that the trail hadn’t gone cold. It had gotten warmer.

Tommy arrived at 9:00 a.m. sharp, his truck rattling slightly as it pulled into the drive. He stepped out in jeans, a soft flannel rolled at the sleeves, and a cautious smile.

“You look like someone about to solve a murder,” he said, nodding toward her bag.

“I feel like someone walking into one,” Madison replied, stepping down to meet him. “Ready?”

“Always. But fair warning - Ruth Holloway’s not exactly a fan of visitors.”

“She’s alive then?”

Tommy opened the passenger door. “Very. Ninety-three. Sharp as glass. Lived in the same house on the edge of Bonaventure Cemetery for the last seventy years. Some folks say she’s a medium. Others say she’s just mean.”

Madison smiled. “Sounds promising.”

As they drove, the city melted into stretches of trees and tangled marsh. The air smelled like salt and pine, thick with history and the unspoken. Every turn seemed to draw them closer to something forgotten.

And waiting to be remembered.

They drove in silence for a while, the narrow road winding through stands of moss-laden oaks. The trees arched overhead like sentinels, their twisted limbs filtering the sunlight into long, golden slivers.

“Does Ruth know we’re coming?” Madison asked, breaking the stillness.

Tommy kept his eyes on the road. “I didn’t call ahead. She doesn’t do phones. Or clocks. Or visitors, really.”

Madison arched an eyebrow. “So, we’re just showing up?”

He grinned faintly. “Basically.”

The pavement gave way to gravel, then dirt. Weeds grew thick at the shoulders of the road, the kind that brushed up against the truck’s tires like warning fingers.

“This place feels... removed,” Madison said softly.

“It is,” Tommy replied. “That’s how she likes it.”

The road ended in front of a white clapboard house surrounded by a rusted wrought-iron fence. The windows were shuttered tight despite the morning sun. Ivy clawed its way up one side of the porch, and a faded wind chime whispered in the breeze.

There was no mailbox.

Just a small, hand-painted wooden sign nailed to the gatepost:

HOLLOWAY

No trespassing. No soliciting. No regrets.

Madison exhaled slowly. “She doesn’t exactly roll out the welcome mat, huh?”

Tommy killed the engine. “We’ll have one shot at this. She either talks to us, or we’re back to sifting through dusty archives.”

Madison stared up at the house, her fingers tightening around the locket in her coat pocket.

“I think she’ll talk to me,” she said.

And somehow, she knew she was right.

Tommy led the way to the front porch, the wood creaking beneath their feet like it hadn’t been stepped on in years. Madison followed, her heart thumping hard in her chest. She had the locket in her pocket and one of the letters folded in her notebook - evidence, if needed, though she wasn’t sure what Ruth Holloway might do with it.

He knocked once. Three solid raps.

They waited.

Nothing.

Madison leaned close to the window. The curtains were drawn tight, but she could see the edge of a rocking chair moving slowly - just barely swaying. Someone was inside.

“I think she’s ignoring us,” Tommy said under his breath.

Madison stepped forward, took a breath, and knocked again.

This time, the rocking chair stopped.

They waited in silence.

Then, slowly, the front door creaked open a few inches. A single, pale blue eye peered through the narrow opening.

“If you’re selling God, I already bought Him twice,” came a voice - thin, strong, and sharpened by years of disuse. “And I don’t need saving, so don’t bother offering.”

“We’re not selling anything,” Madison said, her voice calm.

Silence.

“We came to ask about Eleanor Grant,” she added.

The door opened the rest of the way.

Ruth Holloway stood barefoot on the worn wooden floor, wrapped in a gray shawl that looked like it had been made before television existed. Her hair was long and white, braided down her back, and her eyes - sharp and clouded with time - stared straight into Madison like she was made of glass.

“You brought the locket,” Ruth said. Not a question. A statement.

Madison reached into her pocket and held it out, still closed.

Ruth didn’t take it. She just turned and walked deeper into the house.

“Well?” she called behind her. “You coming in, or do you plan to haunt me from the porch?”

Madison and Tommy exchanged a look. He gave a subtle nod - go ahead.

Madison stepped inside, the scent of sandalwood and something older - mothballs, maybe, or cedar - hitting her immediately. The house was dim, lit only by shafts of morning light that broke through a few tilted blinds. Dust motes spun lazily in the air like the place had been suspended in time.
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