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  Chapter 1

  
  




The house breathed when Mara stopped breathing.




She stood in the entryway with her keys still clenched in her fist, listening. The sound wasn’t loud—just a soft, wet exhale coming from somewhere inside the walls, like lungs learning a rhythm. When she inhaled, it paused. When she exhaled, it continued.




She told herself it was the pipes.




Old houses had noises. Everyone knew that. The realtor had said character, smiling too wide, as if the word explained the hairline cracks crawling up the walls like veins.




Mara shut the door behind her. The lock clicked. The breathing stopped.




Her chest tightened.




“Hello?” she said, hating how small her voice sounded.




Nothing answered. No footsteps. No echo. Just the stale smell of dust and something faintly metallic, like old pennies left in rainwater.




She stepped farther in. The floorboard creaked under her left foot—sharp, deliberate. She froze. The house held still with her, like a predator deciding whether to pounce.




Then the sound came again.




Breathing.




Closer now.




Mara swallowed and forced herself to move. She had promised herself she wouldn’t run from shadows anymore. That was the whole reason she’d bought this place—to start over, alone, somewhere quiet enough that her thoughts couldn’t chase her.




The living room was dim despite the late afternoon sun. Light filtered through sheer curtains, stretching across the floor in pale bars. Dust motes floated lazily, unconcerned with her fear.




The breathing came from behind her.




She spun around.




Nothing.




Her heart hammered so hard she felt it in her throat. She pressed a hand to her chest, grounding herself the way her therapist had taught her. Five things you can see. Four you can touch. Three you can hear.




She could see the staircase. The coat rack. A crack in the ceiling shaped like a crooked smile.




She could touch the wall—cold, faintly damp. Her keys. Her pulse.




She could hear the refrigerator hum.




And something else.




A second heartbeat.




Not hers.




The sound didn’t come from one place. It moved, sliding through the room like fog. When she took a step forward, it retreated. When she stopped, it drew closer, curious.




“You’re tired,” she whispered to herself. “You haven’t slept. That’s all.”




The words felt rehearsed. Unconvincing.




She went to the kitchen and set her keys down with exaggerated calm. The breathing followed, softer now, almost patient. She turned on every light as she moved—kitchen, hallway, living room—until the house glowed too brightly, like it was under interrogation.




Still, the sound remained.




Mara leaned against the counter and closed her eyes.




That’s when she felt it.




A presence.




Not touching her. Not watching from a corner. It was inside the space around her, woven into the air, close enough that if she turned the wrong way she might brush against it.




A memory surfaced uninvited: being a child, convinced something stood behind her bed every night. She had never seen it, but she’d known. Some certainties didn’t need proof.




Her phone buzzed on the counter.




She flinched hard enough to knock it onto the floor.




The screen lit up with a notification.




Unknown Number:

You made it home.




Her blood ran cold.




She picked up the phone slowly, her fingers numb.




Mara: Who is this?




The three typing dots appeared instantly. Too instantly.




Unknown Number:

You don’t remember me yet.




Her breath caught. The house exhaled with her.




“This isn’t funny,” she said aloud, though no one had laughed.




She typed with shaking thumbs.




Mara: How did you get this number?




A pause. The breathing grew louder, filling the room like pressure building before a storm.




Unknown Number:

You gave it to me.




“No,” she whispered. “I didn’t.”




Her phone vibrated again.




Unknown Number:

You always forget the beginning.




A chill crept up her spine, slow and deliberate.




She backed toward the wall, eyes scanning the room, every shadow suddenly too deep. The lights flickered once—just a blink—but in that blink she felt it move.




Closer.




Her phone buzzed again.




Unknown Number:

Turn around.




Mara didn’t want to. Every instinct screamed that if she did, something irreversible would happen. That some fragile barrier would break.




But the breathing stopped.




The silence was worse.




She turned.




The room was empty. Exactly as it had been before. Too normal. Too still.




Her phone chimed one last time.




Unknown Number:

You were never alone, Mara.




The lights went out.




And in the dark, something smiled—

not with teeth,

but with memory.
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The lights came back on by themselves.




Mara stood frozen in the living room, arms wrapped around her ribs, breathing shallowly as if the air might run out if she used too much of it. The house looked unchanged—same couch she hadn’t sat on yet, same dust in the light, same empty corners.




Nothing stood behind her.




That was the first lie she told herself.




Her phone lay face-up on the floor where she’d dropped it. She didn’t pick it up right away. She watched it the way you watch something that has already bitten you once.




After a long moment, she crouched and lifted it with two fingers.




No new messages.

No missed calls.

No unknown number in her recent texts.




The conversation was gone.




Her stomach dropped.




“That’s not possible,” she said, louder this time. The sound of her voice steadied her, anchored her to the room. “Phones don’t just erase things.”




Unless you delete them, a small voice supplied.




Her own voice.




Mara unlocked the screen and scrolled, heart pounding. Nothing. Just old threads—her sister, her therapist, a coworker she barely tolerated. No trace of the messages. No evidence that the breathing, the presence, the words you were never alone had ever existed.




She pressed the phone to her chest, suddenly unsure whether she was afraid of the house or of herself.




The refrigerator hummed. The clock above the stove ticked forward, unconcerned. The world had not ended. The universe had not cracked open.




So why did it feel like something had slipped inside her when the lights went out?




She forced herself to do what she always did when panic threatened to take over: routine. Order. Normality. She filled a glass with water, drank too fast, spilled some down her wrist. Her hands were shaking.




“Just stress,” she muttered. “New house. No sleep. That’s all.”




She didn’t believe it, but belief was optional. Functioning was not.




Mara walked through the house room by room, turning the inspection into a checklist. Living room: empty. Bathroom: mirror, sink, the faint smell of mildew. Spare bedroom: boxes stacked neatly, exactly as she’d left them.




Her bedroom was last.




She hesitated in the doorway.




The air felt heavier in here, warmer somehow, like a room that had been occupied too recently. The bedspread was smooth. The closet door stood open.




She didn’t remember leaving it that way.




Her pulse spiked. Slowly, she crossed the room and slid the door shut. The click echoed too loudly. Final. Satisfying.




Then she noticed the indentation on the mattress.




A shallow dip on the far side, as if someone had been sitting there.




Mara stared at it, her mind scrambling for explanations. Movers. The previous owner. Her own memory playing tricks on her.




But the sheets were cold.




She sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed her face with both hands. When she lowered them, her reflection stared back from the darkened TV screen across the room.




She looked exhausted. Older than she should. There were faint shadows beneath her eyes that makeup couldn’t hide anymore.




And for half a second—just a flicker—she thought the reflection blinked out of sync.




Her breath hitched.




“No,” she whispered. “No, no.”




She stood abruptly, knocking into the nightstand. Something slid off and hit the floor with a soft thud.




A notebook.




Mara frowned. She hadn’t unpacked any notebooks yet.




She picked it up. Plain black cover. No label. No dust. The edges were worn, softened with use.




Her name was written on the first page.




Mara Ellis




Her handwriting.




But tighter. More deliberate.




She flipped to the next page.




If you’re reading this, it’s already started again.




Her throat went dry.




Page after page was filled. Notes. Dates. Observations. Some neat, some frantic, as if written during moments of panic. She skimmed, heart racing.




You won’t remember the house.

Don’t trust the silence.

It learns faster every time.




Her hands trembled.




“This isn’t funny,” she said again, though she didn’t know who she was speaking to now.




She turned to the last page.




The ink was darker there, the pressure heavier.




The first lie is that you’re alone.

The second is that it wants to hurt you.




Mara closed the notebook slowly.




The room felt crowded.




Behind her, the mattress dipped—just slightly—

as if someone had sat down.




And this time,

she didn’t turn around.















