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For those who are still searching for where they belong...

And for those brave enough to choose it.
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One inheritance. Two strangers.

And a chest that was never meant to be opened.
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Chapter 1 — The Divided Land
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The heel snapped.

The sound cut clean through the quiet morning.

Violet Whitmore froze.

Cold earth pressed against her foot as the broken heel sank into the dirt. The scent of apples hung in the air. Sweet. Heavy. Real.

She closed her eyes for a second.

Of course.

When she opened them, the orchard stretched out in front of her. Rows of trees faded into a thin veil of morning mist. Dew clung to every leaf. Nothing moved.

It didn’t feel empty.

It felt like something was waiting.

Violet slipped off her shoes and held them in one hand. The ground was colder than she expected. Alive in a way that made her shoulders tense.

“This was a mistake,” she said quietly.

“Then you chose the wrong place to realize it.”

The voice came from nearby.

Low. Rough. Close.

She turned.

He stood between the trees, still and solid, like he belonged there. Sleeves rolled. Hands marked with dirt. Boots set firm in the soil. His gaze moved over her once, slow and deliberate.

Not impressed.

“Well,” Violet said, lifting her chin. “Good morning.”

No smile.

“You’re early.”

“You’re already here.”

“I work here.”

Flat. Certain.

She shifted her grip on her shoes. “Right.”

Silence settled between them. Not awkward. Just heavy.

“Ian Carter,” he said.

Not offered. Stated.

“Violet Whitmore.”

That changed something.

His jaw tightened. Just enough.

“I figured.”

“I’m sure you did.” She stepped forward, ignoring the way the damp soil clung to her skin. “I didn’t realize I needed permission to walk on my own land.”

“You don’t.”

A beat.

“But most people watch where they step.”

Her lips pressed together.

“Helpful.”

His gaze dropped to her bare feet, then returned to her face.

“City?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You lasted five seconds.”

“That says more about the shoe.”

“Does it?”

Her mouth almost curved.

Almost.

She took another step, slower now. Testing the ground. “So you’re the one keeping this place running?”

“I keep it alive.”

The words landed differently.

Violet glanced past him. The farmhouse stood in the distance. Old. Quiet. Holding on.

“Not for long,” she said. “I have a meeting this week.”

His attention sharpened. “About?”

“Options.” She met his gaze. “Restoration. Sale. Development.”

The air shifted.

“They’ll tear it apart,” he said.

“They’ll rebuild it.”

“They’ll erase it.”

His voice stayed calm. That made it worse.

Violet stepped closer without thinking. “It’s land. Not history.”

“It’s both.”

The answer came without hesitation.

Something tightened in her chest. She ignored it.

“I didn’t come here to argue.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“I came to handle what’s mine.”

“And then?”

His voice did not change.

That was the problem.

“Then I leave.”

There it was.

Something in his expression cooled. Not anger. Something quieter. Colder.

“Of course you do.”

The words landed harder than they should have.

Violet straightened. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know enough.”

“Oh, do you?”

“You left once.”

That hit.

Hard.

Violet went still.

“You don’t get to make that judgment,” she said, her voice lower now.

“I’m not making anything.” His gaze didn’t move. “You just confirmed it.”

Silence pressed in around them.

Sharp. Uncomfortable.

She hated that he wasn’t raising his voice.

“I understand this place matters to you,” she said.

“It’s not about me.”

“Then what is it about?”

He didn’t answer right away.

His gaze shifted toward the house.

“Land like this doesn’t forget,” he said quietly. “It just waits.”

The words settled under her skin.

Before she could respond, the wind moved.

Stronger this time.

Violet turned.

White petals drifted through the orchard.

More than before.

Too many.

They moved strangely. Not quite with the wind. Not quite against it. For a brief second, one of them lingered in the air, suspended before it finally fell.

Her breath caught.

“They shouldn’t be here.”

She turned back to him. “There aren’t any willow trees this close.”

Ian watched her.

Not confused.

Careful.

“What did you see?” he asked.

Violet hesitated.

The orchard stilled again. As if nothing had happened.

“...Nothing.”

His gaze held hers for a moment longer. Searching. Measuring.

Then he nodded once. Like he didn’t believe her. Or like he understood exactly why she said it.

Violet looked away first.

“I should see the house.”

“I’ll come.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“It is if you don’t want the floor giving out under you.”

She exhaled. “Reassuring.”

He didn’t react.

They walked in silence.

Grass brushed against her ankles. Cold. Wet. Real. Each step felt like the land was learning her.

Or remembering her.

“You’ve been gone a long time,” Ian said.

“I don’t see how that matters.”

“It matters if you think nothing changed.”

She stopped.

“So this is resentment?”

“Reality.”

The word landed clean.

“You don’t know me.”

“I know you’re already planning your exit.”

“And that tells you everything?”

“It tells me enough.”

She didn’t answer.

Couldn’t.

Violet turned and kept walking.

The farmhouse rose ahead. Quiet. Waiting.

Ian stepped onto the porch first. The wood creaked under his weight. Familiar.

She followed slower, watching everything.

The door stood in front of her. Faded paint. Crooked handle. Time pressed into every inch of it.

And still, something about it felt untouched.

Violet reached for the handle.

Her fingers hovered just short of it.

The air shifted.

Soft.

Close.

Like a breath against her skin.

Something inside moved.

Not the house.

Something waiting.

Violet pushed the door open.

Darkness waited on the other side.

Then, from somewhere deep inside, came the faintest sound.

Not loud.

Not clear.

But enough.

Violet stilled.

Behind her, Ian didn’t speak.

He had heard it too.

And neither of them stepped back.

Because whatever was inside the house...

Had just noticed them.
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Chapter 2 — The Dusty Attic
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The door creaked open.

The sound dragged through the silence, slow and unwilling.

Violet stepped inside first.

The air hit her immediately. Thick. Stale. Dust and something older. Something closed for too long.

She stopped just past the threshold.

The house didn’t feel empty.

It felt paused.

Behind her, Ian stepped in. The floor groaned under his weight, but he didn’t hesitate. He moved like he already knew where everything was. Like the place still answered to him.

Violet glanced around.

Furniture sat where it had been left. Covered. Waiting. Light filtered through the windows in thin, pale lines, catching particles of dust that drifted in the air.

“This place hasn’t been touched,” she said.

“It has,” Ian replied. “Just not the way you’re thinking.”

She frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means it doesn’t fall apart on its own.”

Something in his tone made her look at him.

He didn’t explain.

Of course he didn’t.

Violet stepped further in. The floor creaked under her bare feet. Each step sounded too loud in the quiet.

“Where’s the attic?” she asked.

Ian nodded toward the back. “Upstairs. Last door.”

She didn’t wait.

The staircase rose ahead, narrow and worn. The wood dipped slightly in the middle of each step. Time had shaped it. Used it.

Violet climbed carefully.

The air grew cooler as she moved higher. Thinner. Quieter.

By the time she reached the top, the silence felt different.

Heavier.

She paused
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