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Chapter 1: The House That Never Sleeps
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I woke to the sound of the house breathing again.

It always started the same way: a low creak in the floorboards of the hallway, then the soft sigh of the old radiator in the corner of my room as if it had been holding its breath through the night. The Victorian at 117 Blackthorn Lane had never been quiet, not once in the twenty years Lucas and I had lived here. The settlement money from the crash had bought the place outright, but sometimes I wondered if the house had bought us instead. It knew us. It remembered the exact weight of our footsteps, the rhythm of our breathing, the way we moved through its rooms without ever needing to turn on a light.

I lay there for a moment, staring at the water-stained ceiling, letting the familiarity settle over me like an old blanket. The scar along my left collarbone itched the way it always did when a nightmare had brushed too close. I didn’t remember the dream itself, only the taste of river water and the smell of burning upholstery but I knew Lucas would. He always did. Down the hall, I could already hear him in the kitchen, the soft clink of the blue mug he reserved for me against the counter. Coffee, two sugars, splash of oat milk, poured exactly when the clock hit 6:47. He never set an alarm. He just knew.

I swung my legs out of bed and padded barefoot across the cold hardwood. The sweater I slept in had once been his; the sleeves hung past my wrists and carried the faint scent of woodsmoke and the river that never quite washed out. I didn’t bother with the lamp. The house gave off its own gray morning light through the lace curtains we never replaced. Everything here stayed the same on purpose. Change felt dangerous.

Lucas was at the stove when I reached the kitchen doorway, his back to me. Same height as always, same narrow shoulders under the faded black T-shirt he’d worn since we were teenagers. His hair had stayed the same dark brown it was the day the bus went over the bridge, as if time had agreed to leave that one detail untouched. He didn’t turn around, but he spoke before I could.

“Nightmare again?”

His voice was low, steady, the way it had been since we were twelve. I finished my sentences before I started them. I nodded even though he couldn’t see me.

“Same one?”

“Close enough.”

He slid the mug across the scarred oak table without looking. Steam curled up between us like a question mark. I wrapped my hands around it and watched the way his fingers lingered a second too long on the handle, as if he needed to make sure the ceramic was warm enough before he let go.

“Anniversary’s coming,” I said.

“Three weeks.” He finally turned. His eyes caught the light from the window and held it a moment too long, the way they sometimes did. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

We never did. That was the pact. Spoken once in the hospital when the burns were still raw and the river smell clung to our hair: Never speak of what really happened that afternoon. Twenty-three kids are gone. Two left. The town still called us the miracle children, but miracles don’t creak through old houses at night or wake up tasting smoke. Miracles don’t need each other the way we did.

Lucas moved to the fridge, pulled out eggs, cracked them one-handed the way he’d done a thousand mornings. The sizzle filled the kitchen and pushed the silence back a little. I sipped the coffee perfectly, always perfect and let the warmth spread through my chest. This was the part of the day I trusted. The part where the house felt like ours and nothing else mattered.

“You’re quiet this morning,” he said, sliding a plate in front of me.

I poked at the eggs with my fork. “Just thinking about the bridge. That’s all.”

He sat across from me, elbows on the table, chin resting on his clasped hands. The same posture he’d used in every waiting room, every therapy session we’d walked out of together. “Then stop thinking about it. The bridge is twenty years gone. We’re still here.”

The words should have comforted me. They always had before. But today the creak in the hallway sounded different, like something shifting its weight from one foot to the other. I told myself it was the wind off the river. The house had a thousand explanations for every sound, and Lucas had taught me all of them.

We ate in the comfortable silence that had replaced conversation years ago. Outside, the coastal town stirred gulls calling over the bluff, a distant car engine coughing to life. Blackthorn was the kind of place where everyone still waved at each other, where the same families had lived for generations, where the miracle children could grow up without ever having to explain why they never left. Why would we? We had each other. We had the house. We had the pact.

Lucas finished first, as always, and took both plates to the sink. I watched the way the muscles in his forearms moved under the skin. There was a new redness there, faint, like a burn that hadn’t quite healed. I almost asked, then didn’t. He would say it was nothing. He always said it was nothing.

The phone rang at 3:12 a.m.

I knew the exact time because the old digital clock on my nightstand glowed red in the dark, and the numbers burned themselves into my eyes the moment the shrill ring sliced through the house. The sound was wrong, too loud, too sudden. No one called the landline anymore. We kept it only because Lucas said cell service dipped when the fog rolled in off the river, and he liked knowing we had a line the world could still reach.

I sat up, heart already hammering against my ribs. The sweater clung to my back with cold sweat. Down the hall, Lucas’s door stayed closed. The house held its breath with me.

The phone rang again. And again.

I swung my feet to the floor. The boards were ice under my soles. I moved through the dark the way I always did left hand trailing the wallpaper, counting the doors I passed. Bathroom. Linen closet. Lucas’s room. The phone sat on the little table at the top of the stairs, its cord coiled like a sleeping snake.

By the fourth ring I was there. My hand hovered above the receiver. The plastic felt clammy. I told myself it was just Mrs. Abernathy from down the lane, calling about her cat again. Or maybe the power company with another outage warning. Anything but what my stomach already knew it wasn’t.

I lifted the receiver.

“Hello?”

Static hissed back at me, the kind that came from old lines when the wind hit the poles just right. Then a voice, thin and trembling, cut through.

“Mia? It’s Elaine Harlan. Walter’s wife.”

Walter Harlan. The bus driver. The man who had waved at us every morning for an entire school year, who had joked that Lucas and I were his favorite passengers because we never caused trouble. I hadn’t heard his name spoken aloud in years. The sound of it now dropped something cold into my stomach.

“Mrs. Harlan,” I said, keeping my voice steady the way Lucas had taught me. “It’s late. Is everything?”

“He’s gone.” The words broke on a sob. “They found him in the bathtub. Water everywhere. The police say it was an accident, but Walter didn't, he didn't take baths. He hated water after that day.”

I leaned against the wall. The wallpaper felt damp under my shoulder, as if the house itself were sweating. “I’m so sorry.”

“I just thought you should know.” A shaky breath. “You and Lucas. You were his favorites. He used to say the two of you made that route worth driving. Even after everything.”

The static swelled again. In the background I could hear wind, or maybe water. I couldn’t tell.

“Mrs. Harlan, do you need someone to come over? I can wake Lucas”

“No.” The word was sharp. “Don’t wake him. Just be careful, Mia. Please. There’s something wrong. I can feel it in the house tonight. Like watching something's watching.”

The line went dead.

I stood there holding the receiver long after the dial tone started. The hallway stretched behind me, every door closed, every shadow perfectly still. But the house wasn’t still. I could feel it listening. The radiator ticked once, like a tongue against teeth. Somewhere below, in the basement, water dripped in slow, deliberate rhythm.

Footsteps.

Soft. Bare feet on hardwood. Coming from the direction of Lucas’s room.

I hung up the phone and turned. He stood at the end of the hall, outlined by the faint moonlight through the landing window. Same T-shirt. Same calm posture. But his eyes caught the light wrong again, reflecting it back at me like twin coins.

“Bad dream?” he asked quietly.

I swallowed. The taste of river water was back in my throat. “Phone call. Mrs. Harlan. Walter’s gone.”

Lucas didn’t move. He didn’t even blink. The new redness on his forearms looked darker in the moonlight, almost wet.

“I’ll make coffee,” he said.

He turned and walked back toward the kitchen, and the floorboards didn’t creak under his weight the way they always did. Not this time.

I stayed where I was, one hand still resting on the phone, listening to the house breathe around me. For the first time in twenty years, the sound felt less like comfort and more like something waiting to exhale the truth.

And I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it.
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Chapter 2: The Pact We Swore
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The kettle screamed on the stove exactly as I stepped into the kitchen. Lucas stood with his back to me, one hand on the handle, the other already reaching for the blue mug he kept only for me. The flame beneath the kettle cast a blue glow that turned the new marks on his forearms into something darker, almost glistening. He didn’t flinch at the sound. He never did.

I slid into my chair at the scarred oak table without being asked. The wood was cool against my forearms, grooved from twenty years of our shared meals, our nervous tapping, our silences. The sweater sleeves swallowed my hands. I tucked them deeper anyway. The house felt heavier tonight, every creak and drip amplified by the phone call still echoing in my skull. Walter’s gone. He hated water after that day.

Lucas poured without turning. Two sugars. Splash of oat milk. The steam rose between us like breath on a cold window. He set the mug down and finally faced me. His eyes caught the light from the stove and held it a second too long, the way they had in the hallway.

“Drink,” he said. “You’re still shaking.”

I hadn’t noticed. My fingers trembled against the ceramic, sending tiny ripples across the surface. The heat bit into my palms and I welcomed it. Anything to push back the chill that had crawled in with Mrs. Harlan’s voice.

“Walter Harlan,” I said. The name tasted like river mud. “Bathtub. Police called it an accident.”

Lucas nodded once, slow and deliberate, as if the information were no more surprising than rain. “Some people forget how dangerous water can be. Especially this time of year.”

He sat across from me. The chair didn’t creak under him the way it should have. The radiator ticked in the corner, counting seconds like a heartbeat that wasn’t quite mine. Outside, the wind off the river rattled the loose pane in the breakfast nook, the one we’d never fixed because the sound reminded us we were still alive.

We drank in the kind of silence that had replaced conversation years ago. No questions about the call. No speculation. The pact had rules, and the first one was simple: some things stay at the bottom of the river. But the phone call had stirred the water. I could feel it moving under the surface of everything.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked anyway, knowing the answer.

Lucas’s spoon paused mid-stir. He set it down with a soft click. “About Walter?”

“About any of it.”

His gaze drifted past me to the window, to the black ribbon of river visible beyond the bluff. For a moment the kitchen disappeared and I was twelve again, the memory rising uninvited, cold and inevitable.

It had been raining the morning the bus left the school parking lot. Not a storm, just a steady gray drizzle that turned the windows opaque and made the inside smell of wet wool and lunchboxes. I sat in the back row with Lucas like always. He had his notebook open, pencil moving in quick, precise strokes, drawing the bridge we were about to cross. The lines of the railing were sharp, almost angry. I leaned against his shoulder, reading the same page of my book over and over because the words kept sliding away.

Mr. Harlan waved at us in the rearview mirror the way he always did. “My quiet kids,” he called. “Keep the peace back there.”

Lucas smiled at me. Small. Secret. The kind of smile that said we had already survived worse than a rainy Tuesday.

The curve came too fast. I felt it in my stomach first the sudden sideways lurch, the tires losing their grip on the slick asphalt. Someone near the front screamed. Then the railing exploded outward with a shriek of metal that still lives inside my teeth. The bus hung suspended for one impossible second, nose pointed at the gray sky. I grabbed Lucas’s hand. He squeezed back hard enough to bruise.

We fell.

The impact slammed every breath from my lungs. Water exploded through the shattered windows, black and freezing, tasting of oil and rot. Seats tore free. Bodies tumbled past us like broken dolls. Fire bloomed somewhere near the front orange and hungry spreading faster than water could drown it. The bus rolled once, twice, metal groaning like a living thing in pain. I
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