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Chapter 1

The Contract
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The road to Lake Norman was too quiet.

Chanel Ingram cut her headlights lower as her SUV curved around the water’s edge, the sky hanging gray and heavy with December clouds. She’d done deals in half-fallen neighborhoods, in downtown offices full of fake smiles and sharper knives—but something about this place felt different. It wasn’t danger she smelled in the air. It was a memory.

The GPS said she was five minutes from the Holloway Estate. Five minutes from the house that could either save her career or sink it. She glanced at her phone on the dash, unread texts stacking like accusations.
Chris: Still ignoring me?
Kei: Girl, don’t stay there alone. You know Black folks don’t do haunted mansions.
Chanel smirked, but her fingers tightened around the steering wheel. She told everyone she didn’t believe in ghosts. What she didn’t say was that she didn’t believe in anything anymore, not love, not loyalty, not happily ever after wrapped in Christmas lights. Two years ago, she’d had all that. A ring, a business partner, a future. Then Chris took all three in one breath.

Now all she had was this contract. She turned down a long drive lined with bare oaks. The gates loomed open; iron twisted into elegant curls. Beyond them, the mansion rose out of the fog—three stories of brick and shadow: its windows dark but watching. The Holloway House. Her ticket back to respectability.

“Alright,” she whispered to herself, grabbing her tablet and stepping into the cold. “Let’s make history.”

The front door groaned open, heavy, and reluctant. Inside, the air hit her like perfume and dust. Faded wallpaper peeled around old portraits. Every floorboard creaked under her heels, complaining about being disturbed. The silence wasn’t empty, it was listening. She walked from room to room, speaking notes into her recorder, and her voice echoed softly.

“Main parlor needs full restoration. Fireplace salvageable. Possible water damage near the back wing...”

Her words steadied her until she reached the grand piano in the corner. A thin film of dust covered its keys, but the bench was clean—like someone had just been sitting there. Her breath caught. She brushed her fingers over the piano lid. Cold. Then somewhere deeper in the house, a door shut by itself. She froze. “Probably the wind,” she whispered, though there wasn’t a  breeze strong enough to move those old hinges. Still, she refused to let fear win. Fear was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

The next hour passed in quite tension. She took photos, made notes, ignored the way the temperature dropped every time she entered a certain hallway, the one lined with family portraits. Men in crisp suits, women in pearls and long silk gloves. And there, in the center, a man who shouldn’t have looked that alive in a picture taken ninety years ago. Smooth brown skin, eyes sharp even in sepia. 

Nameplate read: Daniel Holloway, 1901–1933.

Her pulse quickened. Something about his stare pinned her in place. Proud. Defiant. Handsome. She blinked and swore the light shifted across the glass, like he’d just exhaled. Her phone buzzed, snapping her out of it. Kei again.
Kei: Send me a selfie so I know the ghost didn’t snatch you.
Chanel huffed a laugh. “I’m fine,” she texted back. Just cold.

But as she turned toward the staircase, another sound floated through the air—soft, distant, like a record spinning from another room. Jazz. Faint but real. A low trumpet note that rose and fell before fading into silence. Chanel’s skin prickled. She looked at her phone clock. 11:47 p.m.

“Tomorrow,” she said under her breath, grabbing her bag. “Tomorrow I’ll come back in daylight.”

Outside, the wind had stopped. The lake lay still, black glass under the moon. Behind her, a faint glow appeared in one upstairs window, the same one from the portrait hallway. A shadow moved there, slow and human, before disappearing as the clock struck midnight.

Chanel hesitated on the porch, her breath curling white in the cold. She told herself she’d imagined the glow in that upstairs window. Probably motion sensors or old wiring. But her heart kept thudding, refusing to slow down. “Get a grip,” she muttered, clutching her keys like a weapon. “Ain’t nobody up there.”

Still, she didn’t leave. Something about the mansion held her in place—the same way pain holds memory, tight and unrelenting. Maybe it was pride, maybe curiosity, maybe the quiet whisper that had followed her since she’d pulled off the highway. Either way, she turned back. Inside again, the air had changed. Warm now. Almost like the house had exhaled, deciding to let her stay. 

She flicked on a small lamp she’d brought from her car, its yellow glow stretching long shadows across the foyer. “Alright, Holloway,” she said softly, half-joking. “You and me for one night.”

The joke didn’t land. The house didn’t laugh.

She pulled out her tablet and paced through the main hall, snapping photos of cracked crown molding and water-stained ceilings. Her mind, always practical, started working. She saw beyond the decay—the marble floors beneath the grime, the potential in the bones. If she could flip this property, she’d silence every investor who said she was done after Chris. She’d silence him, too.

The thought of his name made her chest tighten. Chris had been charmed in designer suits, promises wrapped in business plans and soft lips. Until she caught him, blending her money with his mistress’s dreams. “Never again,” she whispered to the empty house.

A gust of air slid through the corridor, lifting a sheet draped over furniture. The fabric fluttered like breath, then settled. She stopped walking. That piano again. A single, faint note rang—just one key, pressed by nobody. Her fingers trembled around the tablet. “Nah,” she said, voice too loud. “Old wiring, maybe the wind.”

But wind didn’t sound like jazz. And it sure didn’t smell like cigar smoke. She crossed the parlor slowly. The scent grew stronger near the piano, smoky with a sweet edge—vintage cologne, maybe. Her reflection hovered in the glossy lid. For a heartbeat she swore another shape stood beside hers—a tall outline, blurred by shadow. When she turned, the room was empty.

Her phone buzzed again: a new message from Kei.
Kei: You still breathing?
Chanel: Barely. This place got personality.
She sent the text, forcing a small laugh she didn’t feel.
Thunder rolled across the lake. The sound rattled the old glass panes. She glanced up the staircase—twin banisters curling like arms—and told herself she’d check one more floor before leaving. Just enough to feel in control. Each step creaked like a warning. At the landing, a long hallway stretched ahead, lined with portraits. Dust floated in the lamplight, lazy and gold. She walked slowly, eyes drawn again to the man in the center photograph—Daniel Holloway. Even in sepia he radiated confidence: brown skin glowing under stage lights, a trumpet in one hand, that half-smile of someone who’d known temptation and welcomed it.

“Who were you?” She whispered.

Something cool brushed the back of her neck. She spun around, lamp shaking in her grip. Nothing. Just her own reflection in the glass frame. She forced herself forward, breath uneven, until she reached a doorway at the hall’s end. Inside was a study—books still on the shelves, dust thick but undisturbed. On the desk lay a cracked leather notebook. She shouldn’t have touched it, but curiosity won. When she opened it, faint handwriting flowed across the yellowed pages:

December 20, 1933—The snow came early this year. She says love can’t live in cold houses. I told her the music will keep us warm. 

Chanel’s throat tightened. The date, the voice, the sorrow between the lines—it all felt too alive. A clock downstairs chimed midnight. The lights flickered once, twice, then steadied. The music started again—soft trumpet, distant but near enough that she could feel the vibration in her chest. She closed the notebook carefully and stepped back. “Okay,” she whispered, half-plea, half-prayer. “I hear you. I’m leaving.”

She hurried down the stairs, lamp in one hand, and bag in the other. At the door she paused and looked back. The parlor sat quiet, piano untouched. But on the bench where dust had covered everything hours earlier, a single handprint now gleamed clear against the wood—broad, masculine, unmistakably new.

Outside, the snow had begun to fall in steady flakes, the lake swallowing the sound of the world. Chanel climbed into her car, heart still drumming, eyes fixed on the mansion’s dark windows. One upstairs light flickered again, then went out. She pulled away, whispering to herself, “Tomorrow. I’ll handle it tomorrow.”
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Chapter 2

The House Don’t Sleep
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The morning came too bright for the kind of night I’d had. Sleep never really found me — it just hovered, heavy and restless, like the house had followed me into my dreams. When I finally opened my eyes, the sun cut through the blinds, and for a second, I almost forgot where I was. Then the smell of old wood and dust came rushing back.

The Holloway Estate wasn’t finished with me. By nine, I was back on that long, winding road to the lake. The sky had that washed-out winter blue, the kind that felt too calm to trust. My stomach knotted tighter the closer I got to the gates. I told myself I was coming back for work, for the contract. But deep down, I knew that wasn’t all.

Something in that house had pulled me in — and it hadn’t let go.

When the mansion came into view, it looked softer in the daylight. The bricks glowed faintly red, the frost along the roofline glittering like it was dressed for the holidays. I parked, grabbed my coffee, and stared at it for a long time. “You and me again,” I whispered. “Round two.”

The front door opened easier this time, almost like it had been waiting. The air inside was warmer, carrying that same faint cologne I couldn’t place. Sweet. Smoky. Masculine. I rubbed my arms against the chill that rolled down my skin anyway.

Everything was just how I’d left it — the furniture draped, the floors creaking under my boots. But the silence felt alive. Like the house was aware of me. Watching. Listening.I started with the study.

Yesterday I’d only glanced at that old notebook. Today, I opened it properly, careful with each fragile page. The handwriting was elegant, old-fashioned — the kind you don’t see anymore. Each line felt like it belonged to someone who felt things deeply.

December 22, 1933 — She said she would leave before the year turned if I didn’t tell her the truth. But how do you explain a curse you don’t understand? The words chilled me. I flipped through more pages, but most were smudged with water stains. One page was darker, written harder, like he’d pressed down too deep with the pen. She said love doesn’t die; it just gets trapped. My chest tightened. There was pain in those words — and something familiar about it. I set the book down and looked around. Dust motes drifted in the sunlight, lazy and golden. The whole room smelled faintly of leather, paper, and that same cologne.

“You really lived here,” I whispered. “Did you die here too?”

The air shifted. Just a little. Enough to make the lamp flicker. I froze, pulse kicking. “Alright,” I said softly. “If you’re real, if you’re here... I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to know your story.” The temperature dropped fast. I could see my breath again. I stepped back, my voice trembling but steady enough to sound brave. “Daniel Holloway”. That’s your name, right?”

A low hum filled the air — like a deep sigh wrapped in static. The scent of smoke thickened, wrapping around me. My skin prickled and then the piano played. One single note. Slow. Careful. My heart jumped. I turned toward the door. “Okay... that’s enough for today.”

But my feet didn’t move. I wanted to leave, but curiosity was stronger. I followed the sound to the parlor. The piano sat in the sunlight, untouched. The keys gleamed faintly, dust-free now. I reached out — not sure why — and brushed my fingers over the wood.

The air pulsed warm against my palm, like someone’s hand pressed over mine. I gasped and stepped back. My body tingled, not from fear this time but something heavier, deeper. It felt like longing. “Daniel?” I whispered again. No answer. Just that feeling — warm, familiar, and wrong in all the right ways. I shook it off, trying to breathe. “Okay, I’m officially losing it.”

But as I turned to leave, something caught my eye on the mantel above the fireplace. A small picture frame, nearly hidden by dust. I wiped it clean. The photograph was old — a woman in a silk gown, her smile soft but sad. Beside her stood the man from the portrait upstairs. Daniel Holloway.

He looked even more alive here. Like he was about to turn and meet my eyes. A handwritten note was tucked behind the glass. I slid it free and read it. Forever bound by promise, until the last song fades. The words hit me deep, like they were meant for me to find. My throat went dry.

“Forever bound...” I repeated quietly.

Somewhere behind me, a floorboard creaked. I turned. The room was empty, but I could swear I felt someone standing just out of sight — the air thicker where he should’ve been.  And then, like an echo in my head, a voice whispered — low, rough, and close enough that it made my skin tighten. Don’t be afraid, Chanel. My name. My knees nearly gave out. I looked around, my heart pounding. “How do you know my name?”

Silence. Then, almost like a breath brushing my ear: You came when I called. The warmth vanished. The air went still again, leaving me dizzy and breathless. I stumbled out onto the porch, chest heaving. The lake stretched out in front of me, calm and endless. Snow flurries drifted down, soft against my skin. I should’ve left for good. I should’ve never looked back.

But I did and in that upstairs window — the one that faced the water — I saw a shape again. Tall. Broad shoulders. A faint glow behind him. Daniel Holloway. Watching me. Waiting and just like that, the house didn’t feel haunted anymore. It felt... awake.
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Chapter 3

The Man in the Mirror
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I told myself I wasn’t coming back the next day.

I even packed up my files, answered a few calls, and pretended I had better things to do. But the truth? My mind stayed wrapped around that house like it had tied something invisible around my chest. Every time I blinked, I saw that window. Every time I closed my eyes, I heard his voice — deep, steady, whispering my name like it had always belonged to him. By sunset, I gave up pretending.

The lake was glass again, the water reflecting the clouds and Christmas lights from the few cabins nearby. When I reached the Holloway gates, the last of the sun had already faded, leaving everything dipped in that blue hour light that makes shadows stretch and shimmer.

I parked, cut the engine, and sat still for a moment. My heart was racing, and not from fear. It was something heavier. The kind of pull you feel when logic tells you to run, but your soul says stay.

I walked up to the porch, my boots crunching against the frost. The key turned smoother than before — no resistance, no hesitation. The house welcomed me back like it had been expecting company.

Inside, I flicked on the lamp I’d left near the entryway. The soft light filled the room, catching the dust mites in the air. It smelled faintly of cinnamon now, like someone had been burning candles while I was gone. I paused near the parlor. The piano sat quiet, the air around it calm. For a moment, I thought maybe the house had gone back to sleep.

But when I took one step closer, I felt that same warmth ripple through the air. The one that brushed against my skin yesterday. It wasn’t cold anymore — it was alive.

“Daniel,” I whispered. “Are you here?”

Silence. Then, soft as breath, the faintest hum of music drifted through the air. Not the piano this time — it was deeper, like a slow jazz melody rising from the walls themselves. I followed the sound upstairs, every step echoing in rhythm with the music.

At the end of the hall, the portrait of Daniel Holloway looked almost new. The colors sharper, the glass clearer. His eyes, warm and knowing, seemed to follow me as I moved and then I saw it — a glint from the room across the hall. A large mirror, old and ornate, leaned against the wall in what must’ve once been a dressing room.

I stepped closer. The mirror’s surface shimmered faintly, a thin layer of dust catching the light. My reflection looked pale, tired, but as I studied it... another shape began to form behind me. Tall. Broad shoulders. Dark outline. I turned fast — no one there.

My heart pounded. I looked back at the mirror. The shape remained. Still, quiet, watching.

“Daniel?” My voice came out softer than I meant, my breath fogging the glass. “What are you trying to show me?”

The reflection shifted. Slowly. Deliberately. His face began to form — features clear enough to take my breath away. Smooth skin. Sharp jaw. Eyes that glowed faint gold beneath the shadows. He looked real. Solid. Alive. I reached out, my fingertips trembling. The surface of the mirror rippled under my touch like water.

Warmth spread up my arm — not heat, but energy. Intense. Familiar. I could feel him. His presence wrapped around me, steady and protective, and for a heartbeat, the loneliness I’d carried for years melted away.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” I whispered. His voice came low, like the air itself was speaking. “Neither are you. But you came anyway.”

My throat tightened. “I don’t even know why.” 

“You were called.”

I shook my head. “By who?”

The corners of his mouth curved in the faintest smile — more ache than joy.

“By me.” Something inside me cracked open. The sadness in his eyes wasn’t haunting — it was human. It was the kind of hurt that time hadn’t healed. He stepped closer in the mirror — or maybe I did. I couldn’t tell anymore. The space between us pulsed like heartbeats syncing. I could feel his warmth even though the air was cold. “You shouldn’t be afraid of me,” he said.

“I’m not,” I lied. His smile deepened, slow and certain.

“Then stay.”

I wanted to. God, I wanted to. But fear and curiosity tangled until I couldn’t breathe right.

“I can’t,” I whispered. “Not yet.”

His gaze softened. “Then come back tomorrow.”

The mirror’s glow dimmed, his image fading like mist. I reached out again, desperate to hold on, but my fingers met cold glass and just like that, he was gone. I stood there, shaking, staring at my reflection. My lips still tingled like a whisper had brushed them. My pulse thundered through my ears, the silence heavy around me.

Downstairs, the grandfather clock began to chime — slow, steady, counting out midnight. I grabbed my bag and left before the sound stopped. But when I looked back one last time, the mirror caught the lamplight just right and for a split second, I saw him again — smiling faintly, hand against the glass, as if he was waiting for me to reach back.
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Chapter 4

Whispers in the Walls
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The next morning, I woke up to a sound that didn’t belong. 

It wasn’t the wind, or the creak of old floors settling. It was softer. Human. Like someone humming behind a closed door. For a second, I thought I was still dreaming. But when I sat up, the noise stopped. I rubbed my temples and told myself I was imagining things. Maybe I was still carrying the night before in my head — that mirror, his voice, those words. You were called. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t go back, but by noon, the decision wasn’t mine anymore. My body just... moved. Packed my bag, grabbed my notes, and hit the road. The Holloway Estate had a gravity to it — once it pulled you in, there was no breaking free.

When I arrived, the sky had turned the color of pewter. The lake looked darker than usual, the reflection of the mansion warping on the water’s surface. As soon as I stepped through the door, that warmth returned — the strange, invisible pulse that came with his presence. But something else threaded through it this time: a low hum beneath the walls.

I stopped in the foyer and listened.

“Daniel?”

No answer. Just that faint humming again, like a woman’s voice this time — low, mournful, almost pleading. My chest tightened. “Hello?” The sound stopped. Then, faintly, the smell of smoke filled the air — but sharper now. Not the smooth cigar scent I’d grown used to. This was bitter. Acrid. I followed it toward the back of the house, where the wallpaper peeled more aggressively and the windows had long since clouded over. The hall grew colder the further I went, until I could see my breath again.

The humming started up once more — closer now. It wasn’t coming from the piano room or the study. It was behind the walls. “Is someone here?” I called out. For a second, I swore I heard an answer. Just one word.

“Run.” I froze. “What?” The silence that followed was thick enough to make me dizzy. My phone buzzed suddenly in my pocket, nearly making me jump out of my skin. It was a message from Kei.
Kei: You still at that old house? You’re braver than me. People say a woman burned up in there years ago. Whole wing caught fire. They never found the body.

My fingers went cold around the phone. I looked down the hallway — the walls stained darker near the back, the smell of smoke stronger. “Of course,” I whispered. “Of course there’s a burned wing.” I pushed open a half-collapsed door and stepped inside what had once been a music room. A charred piano sat in the corner, its keys warped and blackened. The air felt heavier here, like grief lived in the soot and then the whisper came again. “Don’t trust him.”

I turned fast, scanning every shadow. “Who said that?”

No one. Nothing. Just the sound of my heartbeat echoing too loud in my ears. But then, the faintest shimmer flickered in the mirror that hung crooked on the far wall. I stepped closer. The glass was cracked, edges blackened by heat. My reflection split into pieces. For a moment, I thought I saw her — the woman from the photo. The one who’d stood beside Daniel. Her eyes met mine through the broken glass, full of sadness and warning.

Then, just as quickly, she was gone. My hand shook as I touched the mirror’s edge. “What happened to you?” A soft creak sounded behind me. I turned and gasped. The door I’d entered through was now half-closed — even though I hadn’t touched it.

And standing in the narrow gap was a shadow. Tall. Still. Familiar. My voice broke on his name. “Daniel?”

The shadow didn’t move at first. Then it stepped forward, slow and certain. His outline was clearer now — the cut of his suit, the faint glow of his skin in the dim light. “You shouldn’t be in this room,” he said, his voice a low rumble that made the floor vibrate under my feet.

“Why?” His eyes flicked toward the burned walls.

“This is where it began.” I swallowed hard. “The fire?” He nodded once. “And where it ended.” A chill rolled through me. “The woman — the one in the picture. Was she...” “Her name was Clara.” The way he said it — soft, reverent — made something twist inside me.

“What happened to her?” I asked. He looked away, the edges of his form flickering like candlelight.

“She tried to save me.” Before I could ask what, he meant, the humming returned — louder now, desperate, like it was trying to drown him out. The walls trembled. A sharp crack echoed through the ceiling.

“Daniel!” I cried. He reached toward me, hand outstretched, his form flickering faster. The air sparked where our fingers almost touched — heat and cold colliding.

“Go!” he shouted and then, just like that, he was gone. The humming stopped. The silence afterward was suffocating. I stumbled back, gasping, until I hit the hallway wall. My hands were shaking, my heartbeat wild. Something terrible had happened in that room. And now, whatever had started it wasn’t done. As I left, I glanced over my shoulder one last time. The burned piano’s keys pressed down by themselves — one... two... three — a slow, haunting melody.

The whisper followed me down the hall. “He can’t save you either.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5

The Fire Still Burns



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


By the time the sun cut through the trees the next morning, I couldn’t breathe inside that house anymore. The walls felt like they were listening, the air too thick with everything I couldn’t explain. So, I packed my notebook, grabbed my coat, and took off down the old gravel road toward town. The cold air bit at my skin, but it was better than the heat that clung to me in there, the kind that didn’t come from a thermostat.

Lake Norman was quiet this early. A thin mist floated across the water, curling like smoke. The world outside the Holloway Estate felt flat, washed-out, too normal. I should’ve been relieved, but instead, I just felt empty. I ducked into the small coffee shop off Main Street—Harbor’s Edge Café, a place that looked like it hadn’t been remodeled since the nineties. The bell above the door jingled, and every head inside turned toward me.

I wasn’t used to small-town stares, but something in their looks made my stomach twist. Like I carried something in with me that didn’t belong. An older woman behind the counter smiled a little too tightly. “Morning, sweetheart. You’re new around here.”

“Just visiting,” I said, sliding onto a stool. “Staying near the lake.”

Her eyes flicked up. “Near the Holloway place?”

I froze, halfway through unwrapping my scarf. “Yeah. Why?”

The woman’s hands slowed as she wiped the counter. “Not many folks stay there. That house has a way of... keeping people.”

“What do you mean?” Before she could answer, a man at the corner table—a local by the look of his work jacket—spoke without looking up from his mug. “She means ghosts, miss. That property’s cursed.” The woman frowned. “Earl, don’t start.”

But the man kept talking. “You can feel it when you drive by. Cold air, lights flickering. My granddad worked for the Holloways back in the fifties. Said that house burned down more than once. Every time it did, somebody died in it. Always someone in love.”

I swallowed hard, my pulse kicking up. “Someone in love?”

He finally looked at me, his eyes tired and serious. “That place feeds on it.”

The woman cut in quickly. “Don’t listen to him. Old stories turn into ghost tales real easy around here.” She forced a small smile. “You be careful out there, dear. Winter nights by the lake can make you see things that ain’t there.”

I nodded, but my hands were trembling when I picked up my coffee. Because what if I hadn’t been seeing things? The road back to the estate felt shorter this time. Like the house was waiting. When I stepped inside, the air shifted instantly warm again, heavy, almost alive. The door closed behind me without a sound.

“Daniel?” I said softly. Silence. I moved through the hall, the echo of my boots following me like a second heartbeat. The smell of smoke was faint but familiar, the kind that clung to memory. I found myself back near the study, where I’d first heard the piano play by itself.

And then I saw it—an envelope, yellowed and fragile, sitting on the desk that had been empty yesterday. My name was written across the front. My chest tightened as I unfolded it. The handwriting was slanted, elegant. Old-fashioned.

To whoever finds this house,

The fire never left. It breathes with the walls. Forgive us for what we unleashed.
— C.H.
“Clara Holloway,” I whispered.

A chill rushed down my spine. That’s when I felt him. The air stirred behind me, the faintest movement brushing against my neck. I didn’t need to turn, I knew he was there.

“Daniel,” I whispered. “You keep disappearing.”

“And yet you always come back.” His voice was low, rougher tonight, like it had traveled through smoke to reach me. I turned slowly. He was standing by the window, the light from the lake outlining his shape—tall, solid, but flickering at the edges, like a film reel trying to hold a picture that wouldn’t stay still.

“Why me?” I asked. “Why am I seeing you?”

He stepped closer, and the air shifted, warm enough to make me shiver.

“Because you hear what others ignore.”

“What happened to you, Daniel?” His jaw tightened, and for the first time, I saw pain flicker in his eyes. “There was a fire. Clara tried to stop it. I tried to save her.”

“Stop what?” He hesitated. His form wavered like heat over water.

“Something that shouldn’t have been woken. I was arrogant. I thought I could control it.”

The floorboards creaked. I felt the pressure of the house shift again, almost like it didn’t want him to say more. He took another step toward me.

“This house remembers everything—every sin, every touch, every promise broken. That’s why it called you.”

“Called me for what?”

“To end it.” The words hung between us, heavy and strange. Then his form flickered again, and he staggered as if something unseen had pulled at him. I reached out without thinking—my hand passing through heat and cold at once. It felt like touching sunlight through glass and ice water all at once. I gasped, my heart racing. The air between us hummed like static. His eyes locked with mine, dark and full of something that looked a lot like longing.

“Chanel...” he whispered. “You have to leave before it wakes again.”

Before I could answer, the lights above us blinked—once, twice, then burst in a flash of white. I stumbled back as shadows rippled along the walls, twisting like smoke. Daniel’s image flickered violently, his features contorting in pain.

“Go!” he shouted.

“Daniel!” The room shook. The smell of burning wood filled the air, and for a second, I thought I saw another figure in the flames—a woman’s silhouette, reaching toward him with a scream that never fully formed and then everything went black. When I opened my eyes, I was on the floor. The room was quiet again. Cold. Still. Daniel was gone.

But the letter still sat in my hand, and across the bottom—written in new ink, darker and fresher than the rest—were three words that hadn’t been there before.

The fire lives. I pressed a trembling hand to my chest, feeling the house thrum beneath me like a heartbeat. Whatever had burned them once... it wasn’t finished and now, it had me.
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Chapter 6

Ashes Remember
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Morning light spilled across the lake like tarnished silver. 

I hadn’t slept. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw flames—orange threads curling through dark smoke, a shadow reaching for help that never came. By noon, I’d made up my mind. I needed answers that the Holloway Estate couldn’t give. The library sat at the edge of town, tucked between a boarded-up diner and a pawnshop that smelled like oil and regret. Inside, it was cold and quiet, the air heavy with dust and secrets.

I found the archives room and started digging—old newspapers, property ledgers, fire reports so faded they looked like they’d been singed themselves. After an hour, a headline caught my eye:

“Lake Norman Tragedy: Prominent Family Perishes in Mysterious Blaze.”

I traced the date—December 24, 1958. Christmas Eve.

The article was short. The house had gone up after midnight. The cause: undetermined. Only one body recovered. Female. Identified as Clara Holloway. No mention of Daniel. No obituary. No grave. I pressed my fingers to the page, my pulse hammering. “Where were you, Daniel?” I whispered.

“You looking into the Holloways?” The voice made me jump. An older man stood at the end of the aisle, gray-haired, wearing a maintenance badge. His eyes were sharp, curious.

“Yeah,” I said carefully. “I’m writing about the estate. History piece.”

He chuckled without humor. “History’s all that’s left of that place. Best to let it rest.”

“What do you know about them?” He hesitated, then lowered his voice. “Clara was a good woman. They said she died trying to save her husband. But folks who lived around here back then... they swore he never left that house.” I felt the chill slide up my spine. “What do you mean?”

“Every Christmas, someone claims they see him at the window. Standing in the smoke.” He turned away before I could ask more.

The drive back felt longer than usual. The sky was already bruising with dusk. Fog rolled off the lake, curling around the road like fingers. When the house came into view, I swear I felt it see me. Lights flickered faintly in the upstairs window even though I’d turned off every lamp that morning. Inside, the air pulsed—quiet, watchful.

“Daniel?” Nothing. I set the folder of records on the table, my hands still shaking. The scent of smoke drifted faintly through the hall again, mingled with something softer cologne, worn leather, the ghost of warmth.

“Daniel,” I whispered again. “If you can hear me... please. I need to understand.”

The temperature dropped. Then, behind me, a single candle on the mantel flared to life. He was there—half in shadow, half in light. His outline was sharper tonight, the edges almost human.

“You shouldn’t have gone looking,” he said quietly.

“I had to. The truth won’t stop following me.”

He stepped closer, and the room seemed to shrink around us.

“The truth doesn’t bring peace, Chanel. It binds.”

“Then let it bind me.” My voice trembled. “I just need to know what happened.”

His eyes—dark, endless—met mine. The air between us throbbed with something that wasn’t quite heat but wasn’t cold either. The kind of tension that made my breath catch in my throat. He reached out, hesitated, then brushed his fingers near my cheek. I didn’t feel skin—just a rush of energy, like static and heartbeat all at once. For a moment, it was as if the world stopped breathing.

“You shouldn’t care for me,” he murmured. “The house won’t allow it.”

“Then the house will have to learn.” A faint smile ghosted across his lips, but it vanished as quickly as it came. He looked toward the hallway, jaw tight, as if hearing something I couldn’t.

“It’s waking again,” he whispered. “Every time you come closer to me, it feeds.”

“Feeds on what?”

“Love.” His gaze returned to mine, raw and pleading. “That’s why Clara—” He stopped himself, voice breaking. “You have to stay away.”

“I can’t.”

The candlelight flickered, and for a second, I thought I saw the reflection of flames in his eyes—not from this moment, but from the night he died. He looked... broken. Haunted by something worse than death. He reached toward me again, his hand trembling with effort. The warmth that rolled off him wasn’t human, but it was enough to make my pulse skip.

“You make me remember,” he said.

“Maybe that’s what you need.”

He shook his head, flickering faintly. “No. Remembering is what keeps me here.”

The wind howled outside. The floorboards groaned. A sharp crack echoed from the upper hall—like the sound of something splitting apart. Daniel turned toward the noise, his face tightening.

“It’s not safe tonight.”

“Then don’t disappear,” I said, almost begging. “Stay.”

He looked at me for a long moment, something unspoken in his eyes, something close to regret.

“If I stay, it will find you.” The candle snuffed out. Darkness folded around me, thick and absolute.

When I blinked, he was gone. Only the faint scent of smoke and his voice lingered in my head.

Remember, Chanel. The fire never died.

I sank to the floor, clutching the old folder against my chest. Outside, the wind roared against the windows like an ocean. Inside, the silence pressed close, heavy with the sound of a heart that shouldn’t still be beating. I didn’t know whose it was anymore—mine, or the houses.

I tried to. I really did. I lay in the guest bed under layers of blankets, staring at the cracked ceiling where moonlight traced silver scars through the dark. Every sound pressed against me — the creak of wood settling, the faint hum of the wind slipping through the chimney.

But beneath it all, there was something else. A rhythm. A pulse. The house’s breath, rising and falling like it was alive. I turned on my side and watched the shadows move. The air shimmered faintly by the doorframe — not light, exactly, but a distortion, like heat waves. I didn’t need to speak to know who it was.

“Daniel,” I whispered. The shimmer steadied. Then he appeared, more whole than before — pale, uncertain, dressed the way he always was, in that old-fashioned shirt half-unbuttoned like he’d been caught mid-struggle. His face was drawn, eyes full of something that looked too human for a ghost.

“I told you not to wake the house,” he said softly.

“I didn’t mean to. I just... couldn’t sleep.”

He moved closer, each step deliberate, like the floorboards might betray him. “The house dreams through you now. That’s how it starts.”

“Dreams through me?” I frowned. “You’re not making sense.”

His gaze softened. “You’ve been asking questions. Reading things that were buried. It’s listening because you’re listening.”

I pushed myself upright, my pulse thudding in my throat. “Then tell me what it wants. Tell me what really happened.”

He shook his head. “If I speak the whole truth, I lose what’s left of myself.”

“Then lose it,” I said before I could stop myself. “If it means you can finally rest.”

The air between us tightened. He looked at me the way someone looks at a photograph they’re afraid to touch. His hand lifted — hesitated — then stopped inches from my face. I swore I could feel warmth radiating from his fingers.

“You don’t understand,” he murmured. “I’ve been nothing but memory for decades and yet, when you look at me...” His voice faltered. “I almost believe I’m alive again.”

I swallowed hard. The truth sat heavy in my chest — he was fading, and I was falling. “Then maybe we’re both dreaming,” I said. “And maybe I don’t want to wake up.”

He smiled faintly — a sad, broken smile — before glancing toward the hallway. The light outside the door flickered, like a candle about to die.

“It’s close,” he said. “The thing that keeps me here. It knows when I feel.”

I reached out before I could think better of it. My fingers met only cold air, but the moment stretched — real, aching, alive. “Then don’t let it take that from you,” I whispered. “Not tonight.”

He looked at me like he wanted to believe that was possible. Then, almost too softly to hear, he said, “You remind me of her. Not because you look like Clara... but because you love without fear.”

The words hit deep, somewhere I didn’t expect. I wanted to ask what he meant, but before I could, the window behind him rattled violently. A whisper slid through the room — not his, but something else. Lower. Angry. Daniel’s expression changed. His body flickered, edges blurring.

“Stay inside the circle of light,” he warned. “Don’t move, no matter what happens.”

The candle on my nightstand flared, throwing a trembling ring of gold across the bed. He stepped backward into shadow, his face twisting with pain. “Daniel—”

“Remember what I said,” he gasped. “The fire never died and then he was gone. The window burst open, wind roaring through like a scream. Papers scattered; the candle almost went out — but the flame held, trembling, small and defiant. I curled into its glow, clutching the edge of the blanket. 

The echo of his voice still whispering through the dark. I didn’t sleep after that. I just listened to the house breathe — and wondered who it was dreaming of this time.
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Chapter 7

The Burning Truth
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The storm arrived just after midnight.

Wind pressed against the old house as though it wanted in, shaking the shutters and pulling at the eaves. I sat in the front parlor wrapped in a blanket, the last candle guttering beside me. Every time the flame bent, the walls seemed to bend with it.

I told myself I was only tired—that the noise upstairs was the roof complaining, not voices—but fatigue makes a person believe strange things. Then I smelled smoke. It wasn’t strong, just a faint trace drifting through the vents: cedar, ash, something older underneath. I stood and followed it down the hall, my bare feet silent against the wood. The further I went, the warmer the air grew until I reached the narrow servants’ staircase. Light leaked from above, soft and orange.

When I stepped onto the landing, the hallway changed. The wallpaper that had been gray now bloomed with deep red roses. A woman’s laughter echoed from the drawing room. Someone was playing piano—something quick, bright, alive. I moved forward, unable to stop myself, and saw the house the way it must have been once: golden and whole.

In the parlor, a man stood by the fire with his back to me. He was tall, dark-haired, wearing a white shirt rolled at the sleeves. Beside him was a woman in a crimson gown. Her laughter was sharp, glassy, but her eyes were frightened. Daniel and Clara.

They were arguing. I couldn’t hear the words, only the rhythm—his voice low and desperate, hers tight with anger. Then she slapped him. The fire behind them flared like a beast. The walls shook. He grabbed her wrist, trying to stop her, but the scene twisted—flames crawling up the curtains, her mouth open in a scream—and then everything burned away. I was back in the dark, gasping, the real house cold again.

“Stop it!” I shouted at the emptiness. “Stop showing me lies!”

Something whispered through the vents, a sound like laughter breaking into ash.

I ran to the library. The air there was still and dry, the candlelight trembling. My hands shook so badly I almost dropped the match. When it finally caught, the room seemed to tilt; the portraits on the walls stared down with eyes that didn’t belong to paint.

“Why are you doing this to me?” I whispered.

A draft lifted the pages of the old fire report I’d found earlier, turning them until a photograph appeared—blackened timbers, a man’s shape outlined against the smoke. For a moment, I thought the picture moved. Then I felt him. Daniel stood near the doorway, more transparent than I’d ever seen him. His eyes found mine immediately, full of sorrow.

“You saw what it wanted you to see,” he said quietly.

I backed away. “I saw you grab her, Daniel. I saw the fire.”

“Not the truth about it. The house bends memories. It uses mine to frighten you.”

“Why would it want to frighten me?”

“Because you’re the first person it’s listened to since the night I died.”

He stepped closer; the candlelight slid through him. I could almost see the faint outline of his heartbeat where his chest should be. “I loved Clara,” he continued. “But I failed her. She saved me, and in saving me she bound me here. Every year the house wakes, hungry for what it lost.”

His voice broke on the last words. I felt my anger slip away, replaced by something softer, more dangerous. “You think it wants you?” I asked. He shook his head. “It wants you, Chanel. You carry the same light she did—the same defiance. It thinks if it traps you, I’ll finally give in.”

The air between us pulsed with heat though the room was freezing. I could see how much it cost him to stand there—how every word tore through the line between life and death. “I should hate you,” I said, voice trembling. “After what I saw. But I can’t.”

His expression changed hope flickered, then faded. “Don’t say that. The more you feel for me, the stronger the house becomes.”

“You’re asking me to stop feeling?”

“I’m asking you to survive.”

He reached out. I felt the faintest pressure against my hand—cold, weightless, but real enough to make me catch my breath. His gaze was steady and desperate.

“You have to leave before Christmas Eve,” he said. “Before the anniversary.”

“And if I don’t?” He looked past me toward the window, where lightning flashed over the lake.

“Then it will finish what it started.” The candle went out on its own. For a heartbeat, the room was completely black. When the lightning came again, Daniel was gone. I sat in the dark for a long time, listening to the rain hit the windows, trying to remember the warmth of his ghostly touch. Every part of me wanted to believe him. But in the silence, another thought whispered just as loud:

What if the house was right?

Rain whispered across the windows until the world outside blurred into nothing but streaks of gray. I sat there for what felt like hours, staring at the space where Daniel had vanished. The silence that followed him wasn’t peaceful; it pressed in on me like a weight, asking questions I couldn’t answer.

I told myself not to believe the house. That vision—those flames, the argument—it had been too perfect, like a scene rehearsed to wound. And yet... I couldn’t erase the look on his face in the moment before it burned. Guilt. Fear. Love. Maybe all of them at once.

I rose finally and carried the candle back to my room. The flame quivered each time I passed a doorway, throwing quick shapes against the walls. Sometimes the shapes looked like hands reaching out, sometimes like smoke curling away from
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