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Chapter One: The House
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The house was bigger than she remembered.

Claire Mitchell stood on the cracked gravel drive, her boots crunching as she shifted her weight and stared up at the two-story home. Time had pressed itself into the wooden siding, fading the paint to a color that hovered somewhere between pale gray and surrender. The porch sagged in the middle like an old spine, and ivy crept possessively up the western wall. Still, it had a kind of stubborn dignity, as if it had been waiting decades for someone to come along and see beyond its weary bones.

Claire pushed a strand of dark hair out of her face, the early autumn wind tugging at her jacket. The realtor’s words echoed in her head: “A fixer-upper, but a bargain. Some history, of course, but nothing to worry about.” Nothing to worry about. That was always code for: Everyone in town whispers about this place but I won’t tell you why until after you sign.

She tried to feel excitement, but mostly she felt the weight of all she’d left behind. A five-year relationship that had crumbled like wet paper. A string of jobs that had drained her creativity until painting—her first love—felt like a chore. Her friends had clucked their tongues when she announced she was leaving the city. “You’ll be back in six months,” one of them had said. Maybe. Maybe not.

Claire grabbed the keys from her pocket, their metal clink sharp in the empty air. The front door loomed, its brass handle dulled with age. She hesitated, then slid the key into the lock. The tumblers groaned, as though waking from a long sleep, and the door gave way with a sigh.

The scent hit her first—dust, wood rot, and something faintly floral, like a bouquet left too long in water. Sunlight spilled through tall windows, catching on sheets draped over furniture like pale ghosts frozen mid-gesture. Claire closed the door behind her, and the sound echoed in the hollow rooms.

She moved carefully through the foyer, her footsteps muffled by a faded rug. An old staircase rose in front of her; its banister carved with delicate scrollwork. She trailed her hand along it, surprised by the cool smoothness under the dust.

“This could be beautiful again,” she murmured aloud.

The sound of her own voice startled her—it seemed to carry farther than it should, bouncing off the high ceiling and into corners unseen. She forced a laugh. “Great. Talking to myself already.”

A floorboard creaked overhead.

Claire froze. She hadn’t gone upstairs yet. The house was supposed to be empty.

The silence that followed was heavy, pressing against her ears until her pulse throbbed. She tried to tell herself it was the settling of an old structure, wood expanding and shifting with the breeze. Houses made noises. She wasn’t the kind of person who believed in haunted stories—at least, not until tonight, standing in someone else’s forgotten home with her breath caught tight in her chest.

Shaking her head, she exhaled. “You’re fine, Claire. It’s just an old house.”

But as she walked deeper into the shadows, the faintest whisper of movement stirred again above her, as though the house itself was holding its breath.

By late afternoon, the moving truck had been unloaded. Claire’s boxes were stacked like mismatched bricks in the living room, labeled with her rushed handwriting: PAINTS, BOOKS, KITCHEN—FRAGILE. She lit a candle on the mantle to chase away the mustiness. The flame flickered as though resisting the heavy air.

The day passed in a blur of dusting, peeling back moth-eaten sheets, and discovering the odd charm of the place—an old grandfather clock that no longer ticked, glass doorknobs that sparkled when caught by the light, a sunroom with windows clouded from years of disuse. By the time night fell, exhaustion claimed her.

Claire unrolled a mattress on the floor of the upstairs bedroom she’d claimed as her own. The room faced east, its wallpaper peeling in pale strips that revealed a darker shade beneath, like layers of secrets. She tugged on her sweatshirt and sank onto the mattress, too tired to do more than kick her shoes aside.

The house was quiet now, save for the occasional groan of the wind against the siding. She pulled the quilt up to her chin and closed her eyes.
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