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For the ones who chose to begin again.

Even when the past still held their name.
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She’s rebuilding her life. He builds with his hands.

But some places don’t just change your path—they change your heart.
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Chapter 1 — The Run-down Dream
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The door didn’t open.

It gave in.

Wood groaned. Hinges protested. A breath of stale air slipped out, brushing past Martha’s face like the house had been waiting too long to exhale.

She didn’t move right away.

“Mom?” Lucy’s hand tightened around hers. “Is it supposed to smell like that?”

Martha let out a slow breath. Steady. Controlled. “Like history?” she said. “Yeah. That’s part of it.”

Lucy made a face.

Fair.

Martha stepped inside.

The floor dipped under her weight. Not enough to fail. Just enough to warn. Dust stirred in the dim light, floating in thin, lazy spirals. The place felt... paused. Like everything inside had been left mid-thought and never finished.

Behind her, the door settled shut with a low thud.

Lucy leaned closer. “It’s kind of creepy.”

“We’ll fix that,” Martha said.

She hoped.

The entry stretched ahead in shadow and pale light. Faded wallpaper curled at the edges. A narrow table leaned slightly against the wall, its surface coated in gray. Martha dragged her fingers across it without thinking.

Dust clung to her skin.

Real.

All of it.

“Ours?” Lucy asked.

Martha glanced down at her.

The question hit deeper than it should have.

“It will be,” she said.

Not yet.

But soon.

Lucy stepped forward, leaving small, clear footprints in the dust. She tilted her head, studying the staircase that curved up along the wall.

“It’s big.”

“It is.”

“And broken.”

Martha smiled faintly. “Temporary.”

A soft current of air moved through the room.

No windows open.

Still, it brushed past them, cool and quiet.

Lucy turned first.

“Did you see that?”

Martha followed her gaze.

Nothing.

Just dust. Hanging. Shifting.

“No,” she said.

But something in the air had changed.

Lucy shrugged it off, already moving again. “Can I pick my room?”

“Second floor,” Martha said. “Stay where I can hear you.”

“I will.”

Lucy took the stairs two at a time. The wood creaked under her, uneven but holding. Her footsteps faded as she turned the corner.

Silence settled back in.

Heavier now.

Martha stood there for a moment. Alone in it.

Then she turned.

And really looked.

The place was worse than the listing.

Peeling walls. Cracked ceiling. Windows clouded with age. Light filtered through in dull patches, never fully reaching the floor.

And still...

There were bones.

Strong ones.

Beams that had held. Lines that made sense. A structure that refused to give up completely.

She walked deeper inside.

One step.

Then another.

The main room opened ahead of her, wider than she expected. Tall windows lined the far wall, letting in a muted wash of afternoon light. It landed in uneven strips across the floor, catching dust, shadow, memory.

Martha stopped in the center.

She could see it.

Tables.

Lamps.

People.

Warmth.

A life.

Not the one she’d lost.

Something new.

Something she could build.

A sound broke the moment.

Boots.

Outside.

Slow. Heavy. Certain.

Martha turned.

The door opened again.

This time, it didn’t fight.

A man stepped in like resistance didn’t apply to him.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Worn jacket. Sleeves pushed just enough to show forearms dusted with sawdust. His boots left dark prints across the floor as he moved.

He took in the room in one sweep.

Then her.

His gaze was steady. Measuring. Not hostile. Not friendly.

“You’re early,” he said.

Low voice. Rough edges.

Martha straightened. “Didn’t realize there was a schedule.”

“There is.” A beat. “You’re not on it.”

She crossed her arms. “Interesting. Considering I own the place.”

Something shifted in his expression. Brief. Sharp.

“You should’ve waited,” he said. “It’s not safe yet.”

“Nothing about this is safe,” Martha replied. “That’s why I bought it.”

He stepped further inside, closing the door behind him. The sound echoed. Too loud for the space.

Upstairs, Lucy’s steps paused.

Martha felt it.

“I’m Eli,” he said.

No hand offered.

“Martha.”

Silence stretched between them. Thin. Tight.

His eyes moved again, scanning the room. Not just looking. Reading. Angles. Weight. Stress points.

“Main beam’s compromised,” he said. “Stairs might hold. Might not. Wiring’s gone. And that crack upstairs...” He glanced toward the ceiling. “Could be worse than it looks.”

Martha held his gaze. “Good thing I hired you.”

“You hired someone who hasn’t started,” he said.

“I’m standing in the building.” She tilted her head slightly. “Feels like a start.”

His jaw tightened.

“Where’s your crew?” she asked.

“Not bringing a crew into something I haven’t assessed.”

“I assessed it.”

“That wasn’t na assessment.” His eyes locked on hers. “That was a decision.”

“Same thing.”

“No,” he said. “It isn’t.”

The air shifted.

Sharper now.

From upstairs, Lucy’s voice drifted down. “Mom? There’s a room with a broken window!”

Martha didn’t look away from Eli. “We’ll fix it,” she called.

His gaze flicked upward, then back to her.

“You brought a kid into this?” he asked.

“She lives with me.”

“This place isn’t—”

“Temporary?” Martha cut in. “So is everything else.”

The words landed.

He didn’t respond right away.

Just watched her.

Longer this time.

Different.

“Give me a day,” he said finally. “I’ll make it safe enough.”

“I’m already here.”

“That won’t always be enough.”

Martha stepped closer.

Just one step.

“It has to be.”

Something in his posture shifted. Subtle. Not softer. Just... less closed.

Then—

A sound.

Soft.

Above them.

Both of them looked up.

A thin line of something pale slipped free from the beam near the doorway. It drifted slowly, catching the light as it fell.

Turning.

Weightless.

A single white petal.

Lucy laughed upstairs. Light. Distant.

The petal touched the floor between them.

Clean.

Too clean.

Martha swallowed. “Old houses,” she said quietly. “They... shed things.”

Eli didn’t move.

His eyes dropped from the beam to the petal. Then back to her.

“This one isn’t shedding,” he said.

A beat.

“It’s holding on.”

Martha felt it then.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Something else.

Like the house had been empty for a long time.

And just realized it wasn’t anymore.
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