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PROLOGUE

The first time Anna felt the presence in the house, she was ten. It was an afternoon like any other—sunlight slanting through the lace curtains, dust motes turning slow circles in the air—while she sat cross-legged on the braided rug and arranged her dolls into polite little tragedies.

She gave them names that sounded older than she was. She dressed them in scraps of ribbon and torn lace from her mother’s sewing basket. She married one off to another, then killed him with a paper knife because that’s what stories did in the books her grandmother kept locked in the parlor. When she grew bored of make-believe, she leaned close to the dollhouse window and pretended she could see the rest of the manor through it—the long corridor, the wallpaper bruised with age, the dim stairwell that always seemed to bend away from the light.

That was when the air changed.

It wasn’t a gust. Not a draft, not the settling sigh of old wood. It was a shift so subtle her skin noticed before her mind did, a sudden thinning—as if the room had been crowded all along and someone had just stepped closer.

Anna froze with a doll in her hands. The little porcelain head was cool against her palm. She stared at the shadowed corner near the wardrobe, where her Sunday shoes sat in a neat pair like obedient pets. The corner was empty. Of course it was.

But the emptiness watched back.

Her throat tightened around a sound she refused to make. She had been taught—by her mother’s stern looks, by her father’s silence, by the way the house itself seemed to listen—that fear invited things. Fear called them nearer.

So she swallowed it. She smoothed her skirt as if she were a grown girl sitting properly. She set the doll on the rug with care.

The presence did not leave.

It was behind her now. She knew it the way she knew a storm was coming long before thunder spoke—by the pressure in her bones, by the prickling at the nape of her neck. She looked down at the dollhouse and saw, in the warped glass of its tiny window, a dark blur where her own reflection should have been.

Not a face.

Not a body.

Just a smear of shadow, too tall for the room, leaning in close as if it were studying her small hands and the small life she lived.

Anna’s heart tripped against her ribs. She turned slowly, very slowly, as though sudden movement might break something fragile.

Nothing stood there.

And yet the room was colder. The sunlight seemed weaker, as if the window had clouded over. Her breath came shallow, tasting of dust and something faintly metallic—like pennies warmed in a pocket.

Anna rose, careful not to look frightened. Her dolls lay sprawled in their delicate drama. She stepped around them and crossed to the door. The hallway beyond was dimmer than it ought to be at that hour. The wallpaper’s roses looked almost black in the shadows, their petals thick as bruises.

She reached for the knob.

A whisper slid along the inside of her skull—soft as a moth’s wing, sharp as a thorn.

Anna.

Her hand jerked back as if the brass had burned her. The whisper wasn’t sound in the air. It wasn’t coming from the hall or the room. It was inside her, intimate as her own thoughts, and older.

She pressed her palm to her chest where her heart hammered. “Who’s there?” she tried to say, but her voice came out small and broken.

The door behind her creaked.

Anna turned toward it. The bedroom door was still closed—she had not touched it. The crack of it widened by the width of a fingertip. Then another. A slow, deliberate opening, like a mouth learning how to smile.

Beyond the door was darkness, but the hallway was not dark enough to explain it. This was a darkness with weight, with hunger. The presence moved through that darkness the way something swims through deep water—unseen, but unmistakably there.

Anna backed away until her calves met the edge of her bed. Her fingers searched for the bedpost, found the carved wood and clung to it like a promise.

A shape gathered in the doorway—not a person, not a ghost the way stories painted them. It was as if the shadows themselves were being pulled into a form by an invisible hand.

And then, in the middle of that shadow, something pale flashed.

A ring of ivory. A loop of bone.

It hung at about the height of a man’s hand, swaying gently, as if it had been lifted and left dangling on nothing at all.

Anna stared at it until her eyes watered. The ring was so white it looked wrong in the darkness, like teeth.

The whisper came again, not her name this time. A phrase that felt half-familiar, like a lullaby she’d heard through a wall.

Do not open what is sealed.

The bone ring swung once, twice—slow, patient.

Anna’s mouth went dry. She looked past the ring, into the darkness that had no end. For a moment, she thought she saw a hint of movement—like the curve of a shoulder, the angle of a jaw—before the shadows swallowed it.

Then the hallway lightened. The air softened. The pressure in her bones eased as if the house had exhaled.

The door was shut.

Anna’s dolls lay exactly where she’d left them. The sun still slanted through the curtains. The room was ordinary again.

She stood trembling with one hand on the bedpost, the other pressed to her chest, and she understood something without anyone ever saying it aloud:

The house had noticed her.

Downstairs, a floorboard creaked—slow, heavy footsteps moving along the corridor toward the locked parlor.

Anna did not go after them.

That night, she dreamed of a bell ringing under black water, and a man’s hand reaching up toward the surface with a bone ring on his finger.

When she woke, her pillow was damp with tears she didn’t remember crying, and on her windowsill—neat as a Sunday offering—lay a single length of red cord.

No one in the family admitted it had been there.

No one asked why Anna refused to play near the parlor door after that.

And Anna learned to live with the presence the way you learn to live with a river: by respecting its depth, by listening for its changes, and by never, ever stepping where the current wanted you most.


CHAPTER ONE

Seventeen years later, Anna returned to the house with a key that still didn’t feel like it belonged to her.

The drive up the mountain was narrower than she remembered, the trees crowding close enough to scrape the sides of her car like fingernails. Fog sat low in the hollows, pooling in the dips of the road. The sky hung heavy and colorless, a lid pressed down over the world.

She turned off the paved route and onto the gravel path that had once seemed endless. The tires crunched and skittered over stone. Her hands tightened on the wheel.

When the manor finally appeared through the trees, it did so the way certain memories surfaced—sudden, undeniable, and edged with a sting.

The house had not shrunk. Not even a little.

It rose from the hillside like a sermon carved into wood and stone, tall windows watching, gables sharp as folded wings. The paint had grayed and peeled in long strips. Vines climbed the porch columns with a possessive patience. The roofline was crooked in places, as if the house had learned to lean in and listen.

Anna stopped at the foot of the steps and sat for a moment with the engine idling. Her breath fogged the windshield. Somewhere in the trees, a crow called—one sharp note that sounded too much like laughter.

The key in her pocket felt warm, as if it had been waiting.

She shut off the car and stepped out. The air tasted of wet leaves and old smoke. When she lifted her eyes to the second-floor windows, she saw her childhood bedroom—the lace curtains gone, the glass dim with grime, the dark within seeming thicker than it should.

A prickle lifted on her neck, the same warning her ten-year-old bones had once tried to ignore.

It knows you again.

Anna forced her feet to move. Gravel shifted under her boots. The porch boards groaned beneath her weight, but it wasn’t the familiar complaint of old wood. It sounded like reluctance.

The front door was painted black now, the paint cracked like dried blood. Someone had replaced the brass knocker with iron shaped like a hand holding a ring. Bone-white enamel inlaid the circle.

Anna’s fingers hovered just above it. A memory flashed—shadow in the doorway, the sway of ivory.

Her stomach tightened. “I’m not afraid of you,” she whispered, though the house had never been a thing you could bully with bravery.

She lifted the knocker anyway.

The sound rang through the wood with a hollow, bell-like note that made her teeth ache.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then, from somewhere inside, came a slow scrape—metal on metal, like a bolt being drawn back. The door drifted inward, opening on its own by a few inches.

Cold air breathed out. It smelled of dust and something faintly sweet—like wilted flowers left too long in a vase.

Anna’s hand went to the strap of her bag as if she could hold herself steady by gripping it hard enough. She stepped over the threshold.

The foyer was darker than it ought to be. The tall windows that once poured light across the floor now seemed to drink it. Furniture sat draped in white sheets like silent, patient ghosts. A chandelier hung overhead, its crystals dull as dead icicles.

And there—on the entry table—lay a length of red cord, coiled neatly like a sleeping snake.

Anna stopped so fast her foot caught on the edge of a rug. Her heart struck hard once, like a fist on a door.

She hadn’t told anyone she was coming today. The realtor had left the keys with the county clerk. The county clerk had looked bored and tired and had no reason to play tricks.

Yet the cord lay waiting as if someone had set it down the minute she crossed the line of the property.

Her fingers trembled as she reached for it. The cord was soft and slightly rough at the same time, like braided hair. When she lifted it, it felt warm.

A whisper brushed the inside of her skull—too faint to be words, but enough to make her eyes sting.

Anna dropped the cord back onto the table as if it had become a living thing.

“I’m here because I have to be,” she said aloud, and the sound of her voice fell into the foyer and did not echo. It was as if the house swallowed it whole.

She stepped farther inside. Her boots tapped the floorboards in a rhythm that felt too loud, too alive for a place so still. As she moved, the shadows shifted, following her without changing shape.

The hallway to the parlor was at the left.

The parlor door stood at the end of it, as it always had, painted a darker shade than the surrounding wood. It was carved with roses and thorns and something else beneath the pattern—something that looked, if you stared too long, like a spiral.

Anna’s pulse thudded in her ears. Her feet slowed, almost without permission.

She told herself she wasn’t ten anymore. The presence hadn’t killed her then. It had warned her. It had watched her. It had… waited.

Something creaked upstairs.

Anna froze.

The sound was not the light shift of settling wood. It was a deliberate step, the slow transfer of weight. Then another, crossing the upper hallway.

Someone was in the house.

Anna’s first thought was rational, terrified, mundane: a squatter, a trespasser, some local kid daring the haunted manor for fun. Her second thought came like a cold hand closing around her spine.

Or the house has finally decided to give itself a mouth.

She swallowed and forced her voice to steady. “Hello?” she called. “If someone’s here, I’m the owner now. I’m calling the sheriff.”

Silence.

Then, from above, a faint sound—like a laugh that didn’t have lungs behind it, like a breath caught between worlds.

Anna’s mouth went dry. She backed toward the foyer, fumbling for her phone.

The front door slammed.

Not shut—slammed, hard enough to rattle the chandelier crystals. Dust shivered from the ceiling beams. The air turned colder, sharp and sudden.

Anna spun. Her hand went to the knob.

It didn’t move.

She twisted again. The iron was unyielding, as if welded in place.

Panic surged hot, then iced over. Her breath came too fast. She tried not to give the house what it wanted—fear, a quickened heartbeat, a mind that forgot how to be careful.

A shadow moved at the far end of the hall, near the parlor door.

Anna’s vision narrowed. The dark there gathered and thickened, a shape forming the way it had in her childhood doorway.

But this time, it stepped forward.

A man emerged from the shadow as if he’d been carved out of it.

He was tall, shoulders broad beneath a dark coat that looked too modern for this old place and too old to be new. His hair was black and damp at the ends like he’d come in through rain. His face was sharp with fatigue—cheekbones like edges, eyes a pale gray that caught the light like river stones.

For one stunned heartbeat, Anna thought she was seeing a living person.

Then she saw the ring on his hand.

Bone-white. Smooth. A circle of ivory that made her stomach drop through the floor.

He held his palms out, slow and careful, as if approaching a startled animal. “Don’t pull on it,” he said, voice low, rough with something like warning. “It won’t open if it doesn’t want to.”

Anna’s throat worked. “Who are you?”

His gaze flicked to the red cord on the entry table, then back to her face—like he recognized her, like he’d been expecting her for longer than today.

“Nash,” he said. The name seemed to settle into the air as if the house approved of it. “And you shouldn’t have come back alone, Anna Clark.”

Her blood went cold.

No one in town knew her full name. Not here. Not anymore.

She stared at him, pulse roaring, and the house around them seemed to lean in closer—quiet, eager.

Anna’s voice came out in a whisper. “How do you know me?”

Nash’s expression tightened, and for the first time, something like grief flickered across his face—brief, sharp, immediately smothered.

“Because,” he said, and the bone ring caught the dim light like a tooth, “you heard it when you were ten.”

Upstairs, another footstep creaked—slow, patient—crossing the hall above them.

Nash’s eyes lifted toward the ceiling. His jaw set.

“It’s awake,” he murmured.

And in the silence that followed, the house answered—soft as a whisper, intimate as breath against an ear:

Anna.

Nash didn’t let go of her wrist until he had steered her two steps away from the front door—far enough that the iron knob no longer chilled her palm, far enough that she couldn’t keep trying the same useless escape like a prayer.

Anna yanked her hand back anyway, more from pride than courage. “I’m calling the sheriff.”

She reached for her phone.

The screen lit. No signal. No little bars. Not even the mocking ghost of one.

She stared at it as if she could bully it into obedience. The house held the air so thick even technology seemed to suffocate.

Nash watched her expression shift. “It doesn’t like outside voices,” he said. “Or outside help.”

Anna tried to swallow past the dryness in her throat. “So what? I’m supposed to just—what—trust the random man hiding in my hallway?”

“I wasn’t hiding,” he said, and something almost like humor brushed his mouth and died there before it could become a smile. “I was waiting where it couldn’t throw me across the room.”

Anna’s gaze snapped to his hand.

The bone ring.

It sat on his finger like a pale promise. Too smooth. Too clean. Too wrong for a place where everything else looked bruised by time.

A childhood memory flashed: the doorway, the weight of darkness, the swing of ivory.

Anna’s stomach rolled. “That ring—”

His hand curled, instinctive. Protective. “Yes.”

“What is it?”

Nash glanced up again, as if he could hear something in the ceiling beams that she couldn’t. The chandelier above them hung motionless, but the crystals looked like they wanted to tremble.

“It’s a key,” he said at last, “and it’s a shackle.”

Anna’s laugh came out brittle. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only true one.” He stepped closer, careful with the distance, as if proximity itself could provoke the house. “Listen to me. You came back. That means it’s going to test you. It tested you once already and you survived because you did what it asked.”

“I was ten.”

“And you were smart.” His eyes—river-stone gray—held hers with a steadiness that felt like someone placing a hand on her back at the edge of a cliff. “Do you remember what it said?”

Anna’s mouth went dry again. She tried to pretend she didn’t. The words were lodged in her bones like splinters.

Do not open what is sealed.

She forced the memory down. “I remember fear.”

Nash’s gaze softened, the smallest crack in his guarded face. “Then remember this instead: it is not a ghost story. It is a bargain. This house is… a mouth.” He looked around the dim foyer as if expecting the shadows to blink. “And it has been hungry a long time.”

Upstairs, the dragging sound came again—closer now, crossing the upper hall directly above them.

Anna’s skin prickled. “Who’s up there?”

Nash’s jaw tightened. “Not who. What.”

Anna’s temper flared—something hot and stubborn rising to keep the cold from swallowing her whole. “Stop talking like I’m in one of those stupid haunted house shows. If someone’s in my house, I’m going upstairs.”

Nash caught her elbow before she could move. “No.”

Anna jerked. “Let go.”

His fingers loosened instantly, but he didn’t step back. “If you go up there alone, it will learn your scent. Your fear. Your patterns.” His voice roughened. “It’s already tasted you once. Don’t offer it the rest of you.”

Anna stared at him—this stranger with the unsettling calm and the too-white ring—until her heart slowed enough for sense to creep back in.

“Why are you here?” she demanded. “Really.”

Nash hesitated. His gaze dropped to the red cord on the entry table, coiled like something sleeping.

“It called you,” he said finally, and the words felt like a confession. “And it called me to make sure you didn’t die the first hour you stepped back inside.”

Anna’s pulse stumbled. “Why would it—”

The house answered for him.

A whisper slid along the walls, not loud, not airy—more like pressure inside her skull.

Anna.

The sound was intimate, knowing. The way a lover says your name in the dark.

Anna stiffened. The hair along her arms rose as if the house had touched her.

Nash’s eyes flashed. “Don’t answer.”

Anna pressed her lips together until she tasted blood.

The whisper came again, layered this time, like another voice behind it. A deeper tone, blurred by water.

Open.

The chandelier crystals trembled faintly, as if the house’s breath had become wind.

Anna’s gaze snapped toward the hallway on the left—the one that led to the parlor door. The carved wood at the end of it seemed darker than it had a moment ago, the spiral pattern on its face catching what little light there was and twisting it into something uneasy.

Her feet shifted without her permission.

Nash saw it. “It’s pulling you.”

Anna’s voice came out thin. “It… it’s like—”

“Like gravity,” he finished. “Like a song you can’t stop hearing. Like a hand on your chin, turning your face where it wants to look.” His shoulders stiffened. “That door is sealed for a reason.”

Anna’s eyes locked on the parlor door.

It wasn’t moving. It wasn’t opening.

But she felt it.

A pressure behind it. A patient pulse. As if something on the other side had been waiting with its ear pressed to the wood.

Her hand drifted to the key in her pocket without her thinking.

Nash’s fingers closed over her wrist again, gentler this time, but unbreakable. “Anna,” he said, and the way he said her name wasn’t like the house. It didn’t curl around her mind. It didn’t demand.

It asked.

“Look at me.”

She forced herself to.

His face was close enough now that she could see small things—the faint scar at the edge of his eyebrow, the shadowed exhaustion under his eyes, the way his mouth tightened like he was holding back words that hurt.

“You want to get out of here,” he said. “I can help you. But you have to do exactly what I tell you when I tell you. This house doesn’t play fair.”

Anna’s throat worked. “And you do?”

A flicker of something crossed his eyes. Not anger.

Shame.

“I play to survive,” he said quietly. “There’s a difference.”

Above them, the dragging sound stopped.

Silence fell hard—so abrupt it felt like someone had snapped a cord.

Anna’s heart hammered.

Nash slowly lifted his head, gaze cutting toward the staircase.

A soft, wet sound came from above.

Not footsteps.

Not wood settling.

A drip.

Then another.

Anna stared at the stairwell. The banister rose into darkness. The upper landing was just a smear of shadow.

A dark bead fell from somewhere unseen and struck the bottom step.

It wasn’t water.

It was too thick.

It clung.

Then it began to spread across the wood like a bruise blooming.

Anna took a step back.

Nash’s fingers tightened on her wrist. “Don’t run,” he murmured. “If you run, it chases. If you scream—”

“I’m not—”

Another drop fell.

And another.

A slow, patient rain.

Anna’s gaze lifted, following the line of the banister up to the landing.

Something moved in the dark.

Not a person.

A shape that didn’t understand bones the way people did, folding wrong around the rail, dragging itself along the upper floor like it was learning how to wear a body.

Anna’s breath caught on a sound.

The thing leaned forward.

And for a heartbeat, the darkness parted enough for her to see what gleamed within it:

A pale circle.

Bone-white.

A ring—identical to Nash’s—caught on something like a finger.

Anna’s stomach turned. “There’s… another one.”

Nash’s face went hard. “It found the old key.”

Anna’s legs went weak. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” Nash said, voice low and flat, “it’s trying to unlock what’s sealed—using you as the hand.”

The thing above made a sound like a laugh drowned in a throat full of water.

Then it began to descend the stairs.

Slowly.

Step by step.

Dragging the darkness behind it like a veil.

Anna’s fingers curled in Nash’s sleeve, gripping him because she needed something solid to keep from falling apart. “Tell me what to do,” she whispered, and hated that her voice shook.

Nash didn’t look away from the descending shape.

“First,” he said, “you do not let it say your name again.”

The thing on the stairs tilted its head, as if listening.

The air in the foyer grew colder.

And the house—still, watchful—leaned in close, waiting to see whether Anna would obey.


Anna… the whisper started, syrup-sweet, inevitable.


Nash’s hand rose, palm over her mouth before the sound could reach her fully, and he pressed his forehead to hers—brief, fierce contact that felt like a spark in the dark.

“Don’t,” he breathed against her skin. “Not even in your head.”

Anna squeezed her eyes shut.

The whisper slid around them anyway, searching for a crack.

And somewhere behind the parlor door, something answered with a slow, delighted throb—like a heartbeat finally hearing its own name.


CHAPTER TWO

Nash’s palm left her mouth, but the heat of it lingered—an imprint more intimate than it had any right to be. Anna drew a careful breath through her nose, forcing her lungs to obey.

On the stairs, the thing paused mid-step, as if offended she had denied it the sound it wanted.

The foyer was so quiet Anna could hear the small, sticky stretch of the dark substance on the steps as it crawled outward—slow as a bruise, patient as rot.

Nash shifted in front of her without fully blocking her view, like he knew she needed to see what hunted her if she was going to survive it. His shoulders squared. The bone ring on his hand caught the dim light and answered with a dead-white gleam.

“Back,” he murmured. “Two steps. Quiet.”

Anna did it. Her boots made no sound on the warped boards, but she still felt the house notice her retreat—felt a subtle tightening in the air, like a hand clenching.

The creature on the stairs tilted its head again. A pale circle—its ring—hung from something like a finger, and for an instant, Anna thought of a drowned man raising his hand from black water.

A ripple of nausea moved through her.

Nash reached behind him without looking and grabbed the red cord off the entry table. He didn’t coil it, didn’t tie it, didn’t do anything that looked like a spell. He simply let it drape across his knuckles as if it belonged there.

The cord pulsed faintly.


Not with light—with warmth. Like it had been lying in sunlight.


Anna’s breath caught. “What is—”

“An offering,” Nash said. His voice was calm, but the tendons in his neck stood out. “A leash, if you’re stupid. A lifeline, if you’re careful.”

The thing made a sound then, low and wet. Not language. A pleased noise, like a mouth remembering it could open.

The chandelier trembled again.

Anna’s gaze snapped to the parlor hallway. The carved door at the end seemed darker, its spiral pattern drawing her eyes the way whirlpools drew floating leaves. She felt the pull in her ribs—subtle, steady.

Open. Open. Open.

A whisper without words.

Anna’s fingers twitched toward her pocket where the key waited. She didn’t remember putting it there. She didn’t remember deciding to keep it.

Nash saw the motion.

He caught her hand and pressed the red cord against her palm. It was warm—impossibly warm—and the moment it touched her skin, the pull toward the parlor door slackened, like a hook easing out of flesh.

Anna gasped softly.

Nash leaned close enough that his breath brushed her ear. “It can’t steer you if you’re tethered to something else.”


Her mouth went dry. “Tethered to you?”


His jaw tightened. “To the cord. To your own will. To whatever part of you still belongs to you.”

The creature on the stairs resumed its descent.

One step.

Then another.

The darkness that made up its body dragged along the banister, leaving nothing behind—no slime, no prints—only that spreading bruise on the wood, thickening like an infection.

Anna’s eyes fixed on the bone ring it wore.

The ring didn’t swing like Nash’s had in her childhood memory. It was seated now. Claimed. As if the house had finally found a finger to keep it on.

Nash lifted his ring hand slightly, palm outward. The bone circle on his finger shone dully.

The creature stopped again.

It leaned forward, as if sniffing.

Anna felt the pressure in the air swell—felt the house lean in to watch this confrontation like a spectator hungry for blood sport.

Nash’s voice turned sharper. “Don’t move.”

Anna didn’t. Her pulse hammered hard enough she thought it might carry her across the floor by sheer force.

The creature twitched. The shadows that formed it fluttered like fabric in wind.

And then, in Anna’s head, the whisper came—sweet, coaxing, familiar enough to sound like her own thought.

Say it.

Just one word. Just her name.

Anna’s lips parted—

Nash’s fingers snapped shut around her chin, not painful, just firm, holding her mouth closed like he was keeping a secret inside her.

He met her eyes. “You hear it,” he said, not a question.

Anna blinked hard, once. Twice. She hated the dampness that gathered there. She hated the way fear made her feel ten again.

“Yes,” she whispered against his fingers.

Nash’s gaze softened, and that softness frightened her more than the thing on the stairs.

“Good,” he said. “That means you can fight it.”

The creature took another step down.

It was close enough now that Anna could see the wrongness of it. It had the rough outline of a man, but its proportions shifted when she looked away and back—shoulders too wide, neck too long, joints where joints shouldn’t be. The shadows that made it up were layered, like many silhouettes stacked together.

Like many bodies.

A memory of bells under black water flickered across Anna’s mind, and with it, the taste of pennies warmed in a pocket.

Nash lifted the cord—still draped across Anna’s palm—and drew it gently between their hands. He didn’t tie it. He simply looped it once around his own wrist.

The moment he did, Anna felt something settle.

Not comfort.

Connection.

A line drawn tight between them through the air, as if the cord had found the true shape of itself: a binding.


The house noticed.


The air sharpened. The shadows in the corners thickened. The walls seemed to pull closer, wood and plaster quietly flexing like muscle.

Nash swore under his breath. “Of course you’d be dramatic,” he muttered, but it wasn’t to Anna. It was to the house.

Anna’s heart skipped. “You talk to it like it’s—”

“Alive?” Nash’s mouth tightened. “It is. Not the way you are. But alive enough to want.”

The creature’s head cocked again.

Then it spoke.

Not out loud. Not with lips.

The word formed inside Anna’s skull with the slow certainty of water filling a well.

Open.

Her ribs tightened. The pull toward the parlor door surged so hard she swayed.

Nash’s grip on the cord tightened. His knuckles went white. “No,” he said, low and furious—one syllable like a slammed bolt.

The creature shuddered, as if insulted.

A wet laugh rippled through the foyer.

Anna couldn’t tell if it came from the thing on the stairs or the house itself.


Her gaze flicked to the parlor hallway again and this time she noticed something she hadn’t before: the carved roses on the parlor door looked fresh in places, as if the wood had been recently cut. The spiral pattern seemed deeper, darker, like it had been etched again and again until it could hold shadow.


A faint line of red—no thicker than thread—ran from beneath that door and vanished along the baseboard toward the foyer.

Toward her.

Anna stared, skin prickling.

The red cord in her hand grew warmer.

Nash followed her gaze, cursed softly, and stepped sideways to block her view of the parlor door. “Don’t look at it too long.”

But it was too late.

The thread under the door trembled, like it had felt her attention.

Then it slid—slow as a snake—across the floorboards, inching toward her boots.

Anna’s body went rigid.

Nash yanked her back just as the red thread touched where her foot had been.

The wood beneath it blackened instantly, as if scorched from the inside. A thin curl of smoke rose. The scent was sweet and awful—burnt flowers.

Anna’s breath hitched. “It burns.”


“It marks,” Nash corrected, voice tight. “If it touches you, the house knows you’re its.”


Anna’s blood turned to ice. “I’m already here. Isn’t that enough?”

“Not for what it wants.” Nash’s eyes flicked to the creature on the stairs. “Not with that thing acting like a messenger.”

The creature took another step down, slower now, savoring.

Anna’s throat tightened. “What is it?”

Nash swallowed, and Anna saw his Adam’s apple bob like he was forcing down something bitter.

“A dead man the house taught to walk,” he said quietly. “Or what’s left of him.”

The bone ring on the creature’s hand gleamed.

Anna’s mind flashed back to her dream—black water, a hand reaching up, a ring on the finger.

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “The ferryman.”

Nash’s gaze snapped to her. For the first time, the controlled mask on his face cracked.

“How do you know that word?” he demanded.

Anna didn’t know how to explain that some knowledge lived in her bones like a bruise you didn’t remember earning.

“I dream it,” she whispered. “Bells. Water. A hand.”

Nash’s face went pale in the dim light. “It’s already showing you the river.”

The creature stopped on the third-to-last step.

Close enough that if it lunged, it would reach them.

It leaned forward, shadows shifting, and in Anna’s head, the voice returned—deeper, blurred by water.

Anna Clark.

Her full name.

Said like a vow.

Anna’s mouth opened before she could stop it, the sound dragging up from somewhere beneath her ribs—

Nash kissed her.

It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t soft. It was a hard, sudden press of his mouth against hers, a seal slapped over words that would have been a door swinging wide.

For one stunned heartbeat, Anna went still.

Then heat flared through her—shock, anger, something sharp and alive—because his mouth was warm and real and the world had been cold for too long.

The whisper faltered.

The house shuddered.

The creature on the stairs hissed—a thin, wet sound like steam escaping a crack.

Nash pulled back just enough to speak against her lips, eyes blazing. “Do you understand now?” he breathed. “It will use your voice as a key.”

Anna’s pulse roared. Her fingers clenched in his coat without meaning to.

She hated that her body wanted to cling.

She hated that the kiss had worked.

Above them, the chandelier crystals chimed softly, a sound like tiny bells.

And from behind the parlor door, something answered with a slow, hungry throb—like a heart recognizing the taste of blood.

Nash drew in a harsh breath, as if he’d just made a mistake he couldn’t afford. He grabbed Anna’s hand—still holding the cord—and turned toward the hallway that led deeper into the house.

“We’re going to the kitchen,” he said. “There’s salt.”

Anna blinked, breath still unsteady. “Salt?”

Nash didn’t look back. “Old rules,” he said. “They still matter. Sometimes.”

The creature on the stairs moved again, faster now.

Not descending.

Following.

The house tightened around them like a fist as Nash dragged Anna into the shadowed corridor, the red cord burning warm between their hands—one end in her palm, the other looped around his wrist—while behind them, the thing with the bone ring whispered her name like it was trying to pry her open.


CHAPTER THREE

The kitchen should have been the safest room in the house.

Anna remembered it that way—bright in the mornings, warm with bread and butter, her mother’s voice clipped but present, the clatter of pans like ordinary life insisting it could drown out anything strange.

Now it waited at the end of the corridor like a memory gone sour.
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