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Chapter 1 — The House on the Hill

[image: ]


Evelin had forgotten how the countryside smelled after rain—wet earth, crushed pine, and that faint metallic note that made her think of old fences and older summers. She stood at the edge of the gravel driveway, suitcase beside her, staring up at the house she had inherited and absolutely did not want.

It waited for her on the hill like something half-asleep.

Three stories, slate roof, white-painted beams dulled to gray, windows clouded by time. A place built to hold stories. Or secrets. Or maybe the kind of memories that had claws.

Evelin tightened her grip on the suitcase handle, the plastic digging into her palm. “Just a week,” she whispered to herself. “Two at most. Sell it. Go home.”

But the truth was murkier: she didn’t really have a home—just a rented apartment in the city with thin walls and neighbors who never spoke above a murmur. A place she chose precisely because it never asked anything of her.

This house, though...

It felt like it was already asking.

A car door slammed behind her. Evelin startled, turning sharply. A man was stepping out of a dark sedan parked behind her own car, adjusting the messenger bag slung over one shoulder. Tall, but not in the imposing way—more in the way of someone who had grown into their height meekly. His posture was gentle, almost apologetic.

Alfred.

He wore a charcoal sweater under a worn blazer, curls escaping his bun as if in rebellion. He carried himself with a quiet assurance, like someone who spent more time observing than being observed.

He offered a polite smile. “Evelin Roker?”

She nodded.

“I’m Alfred Hale. The historical assessor you were emailed about.” He stepped forward with a hand extended. “Your grandmother’s estate requested the full property documentation before transfer. I’m here to get started on that.”

Evelin accepted the handshake. His palm was warm, steady. She didn’t like noticing that.

“Right,” she said, trying to sound brisk. “Let’s just get it done. I’m planning to sell quickly.”

His eyes flickered, a small shift she might have missed if she wasn’t looking straight at him. Disappointment? Curiosity? She couldn’t tell.

“You haven’t been inside yet?” he asked, gesturing toward the house.

“No,” she said. “Didn’t have the key until yesterday.”

Alfred nodded and motioned toward the front steps. “Shall we?”

The steps groaned under their weight, the old wood bending and protesting. The front door key was heavy, brass, cold from disuse. Evelin’s hand shook as she fit it into the lock—not fear, she told herself, just unfamiliarity.

The door opened with a sigh, as though exhaling after being held shut too long.

Inside smelled like dust and lavender soap, a strange combination that tugged at something distant in her memory. Light filtered through gauzy curtains, illuminating dust motes that drifted like slow stars.

Alfred paused just past the threshold, his gaze moving with careful attention across the foyer. “Original molding,” he murmured. “Looks like late 1800s craftsmanship. This house is older than most of the town itself.”

Evelin didn’t answer. Her eyes were fixed on the staircase—the grand, spiraling one she vaguely remembered running up as a child, heels slapping the wood, the sound echoing. Her breath hitched. She forced her attention away.

“So,” she said, clearing her throat, “how long does this documentation process take?”

“Couple of days, sometimes a week.” He gave a small shrug. “Depends on the condition. I need to assess the structure, catalog original features, look for historical significance. The house is large, so... it’ll take time.”

“Great,” she muttered.

Alfred’s expression softened. “I promise I won’t be in your way.”

He would be, though—not intentionally, but inevitably. This house had been avoided for over a decade, and now she was stepping back into it with a stranger who seemed to notice too much.

They walked into the living room. The hardwood floors groaned beneath them like they remembered their weight.

Alfred made notes on a small tablet, fingers flying across the screen. “You said you didn’t visit much in recent years?”

Evelin pressed her lips into a line. “No.”

He didn’t pry. She appreciated that.

Her gaze drifted across the room. Everything here felt just slightly off—like a museum of a life she half-remembered. The old sofa with crocheted blanket draped over it. The grandfather clock that still ticked, impossibly, stubbornly. The framed paintings her grandmother used to collect.

“This place feels...” Evelin stopped herself.

Alfred finished for her, voice gentle. “Lived in.”

She shrugged. “Creepy.”

He smiled, eyes warm with an amusement that didn’t feel mocking. “Old houses hold stories. Doesn’t make them haunted.”

“Feels haunted.”

He chuckled and moved to inspect the fireplace. “Most emotional impressions come from memory, not ghosts.”

Evelin flinched before she could stop herself. Alfred noticed. His movements paused, slowed.

“Of course,” he said, quietly, “sometimes memory is its own kind of haunting.”

She didn’t answer. Her tongue felt heavy.



They moved room by room—Evelin pretending indifference, Alfred taking methodical notes. He pointed out things she had never noticed as a child: exposed beams, hand-carved details, original hardware.

In the dining room he paused at a set of French doors.

“These lead to the garden,” he said.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been out there,” Evelin murmured.

“Would you like to now?”

The question felt too gentle, too patient. It scraped at something inside her. “No.”

He simply nodded and kept moving.

In the study, he lifted an old photo from the desk. “Your grandmother?”

Evelin’s stomach twisted. The woman in the picture was smiling—softly, affectionately. Evelin remembered that face. Remembered the warm hands, the soft voice, the way she smelled of rosemary and paper.

“She tried,” Evelin said quietly without thinking. “Even when everything else was falling apart... she tried.”

Alfred set the photo down with reverence. “She sounds like someone who cared for you deeply.”

Evelin looked away. “Let’s just finish this, please.”



Upstairs felt heavier. Warmer. More intimate.

Bedrooms that once held laughter now held nothing but silence. Evelin hesitated at the threshold of what had been the guest room—her room, when she stayed here.

Alfred noticed her pause but didn’t comment. Instead, he walked ahead and opened the curtains. Light spilled across the floral wallpaper, softening the edges of the room.

Evelin stepped in slowly.

The bed was still made.

The wooden toy chest in the corner remained closed.

A sketchbook sat on the desk, edges yellowed with time.

She swallowed hard. “I didn’t think she’d kept any of this.”

“People don’t always throw away what matters,” Alfred said.

Evelin’s throat tightened. “It didn’t matter.”

He looked at her—not pitying, not prying, just... present. “Maybe not to you. But maybe to her.”

The floor creaked, as if echoing agreement.



By late afternoon, they returned downstairs. Evelin felt hollowed out, scraped raw. Alfred seemed to sense it.

“I can finish the rest tomorrow,” he said. “It’s a lot to take in for one day.”

She nodded, grateful.

As Alfred headed toward the door, he paused. “If it becomes overwhelming... you can call me. Houses like this hold more than wood and stone.”

She crossed her arms. “I’m fine.”

His smile was small but not unkind. “Of course.”

He stepped outside. The fading sunlight caught on his hair, turning the escaped curls to gold for an instant. He walked to his car with steady, measured steps and drove off, leaving Evelin alone on the porch.

She watched the house behind her in the reflection of the window—its slanted roof, its aging bones, its quiet patience.

It felt like it was waiting.

For her.

For something.

For the truth she had buried so deep she couldn’t remember where she left it.

Evelin swallowed the sudden rush of emotion and stepped back inside, closing the door behind her.

The house exhaled.

And somewhere upstairs, a floorboard creaked—like a greeting.

Or a warning.

Or a welcome home.
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Chapter 2 — Alfred’s Notes & Evelin’s Walls
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Alfred parked on the gravel driveway just after eight the next morning, the rising sun still low enough to cast long, slanted shadows across the lawn. The house stood quietly, its windows catching the first light, as if trying to look less intimidating than it had yesterday.

He stepped out of the car with his satchel and clipboard, smoothing his jacket as though preparing for a delicate conversation rather than a structural assessment.

He’d barely reached the steps when the front door cracked open.

Evelin stood there, hair pulled back messily, as if she hadn't planned on answering but did anyway. Her expression hovered somewhere between polite tolerance and mild regret that human interaction still existed.

“You’re early,” she said.

“Morning, Evelin.” Alfred smiled. “And yes. I like to start before the heat sets in. Old houses breathe differently depending on temperature.”

Her eyebrows knit. “Do they.”

“Yes.” He gave a small, earnest nod. “Wood expands, plaster softens, hinges loosen. It tells you different stories depending on how warm or cold it is.”

Evelin blinked at him for a long moment, then stepped aside with a sigh. “Fine. Just don’t... narrate it at me.”

“Noted.”

He stepped past her, and the moment he crossed the threshold, he felt the house shift around him—an awareness he never could scientifically justify, though he’d never admit that. The air grew cooler. Shadows adjusted. Dust floated differently.

It wasn’t supernatural. Just... atmospheric.

Evelin followed him inside, arms folded defensively over her chest.

“So what’s the plan?” she asked.

“I’m going through each room with a historical lens today.” He tapped his clipboard. “I’m searching for documentation, structural age markers, original fixtures... and anything that might reveal previous modifications or uses.”

“You mean secrets.”

He glanced at her. “You said that, not me.”

“Still implies the same.”

He didn’t argue. There were secrets in old houses. Always.



Alfred started in the study, the room with deep green walls and shelves lined with books that looked like they hadn’t been touched since Evelin’s childhood. Evelin lingered by the doorway, not quite entering, as if the threshold was a border she couldn’t cross.

He noticed. But he didn’t acknowledge it aloud.

Careful not to disturb anything more than necessary, Alfred scanned the lower shelves. Some books had slips of paper sticking out. Some had corners folded sharply. He made notes on the age of the bindings, checking for water damage and restoration attempts.

Evelin leaned against the doorframe. “Didn’t peg you for a book grandpa.”

He grinned. “I like stories.”

She raised a brow. “Human stories or paper ones?”

“I don’t believe in separating the two.”

Her silence lingered. She stared at the far wall like she wanted to be anywhere else but here. Like this room was dredging up ghosts she wasn’t ready for.

Alfred crouched to inspect the lowest shelf. Something glinted faintly behind the row of books
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