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  Chapter 1

  
  




By the time Elara saw the house, the sky had run out of colors.




The carriage rattled over the last strip of broken road, wheels jarring through ruts and stones as if the earth itself wanted to shake her loose. Outside, the horizon was nothing but a bruise—violet fading to charcoal, the sea below clawing at the cliffs with white, furious hands.




And there, perched at the very edge like it might leap at any moment, stood Ravenshade.




It rose from the cliffside as if carved from the same black rock—three stories of weather-beaten stone and spires, its windows tall and narrow, its roofline broken by chimneys that belched no smoke. Crows circled the tallest tower, dark flecks against the sickly sky. The air around it felt… wrong. Thick. Watching.




Elara leaned forward, knuckles white on the carriage window frame.




“That’s it?” she asked before she could stop herself. “That’s Ravenshade?”




The coachman didn’t turn his head. His shoulders huddled in his coat, hands tightening on the reins.




“Aye, miss,” he said, voice low. “That’s the one.”




It didn’t look like a house so much as a warning.




Elara swallowed. “It’s… larger than I expected.”




“You’ll find everything about this job larger than you expected,” the coachman muttered.




She dragged her gaze away from the looming silhouette and looked at him properly. He’d barely spoken since they’d left the last town—a cluster of cottages that had stared at her with shuttered windows and too-quiet streets after she announced her destination.




No one had met her eye when she’d said the name Ravenshade. Several had crossed themselves. An old woman had murmured something about “the house that keeps its dead.”




Elara had smiled, reassured them, explained that she’d been hired as an archivist, that she would be organizing the Ashbourne estate’s private library. Work was work. Paper didn’t bite.




But now, with the sea roaring under the cliffs and the house looming closer, the memory of the old woman’s words scratched at the back of her mind.




The house that keeps its dead.




She cleared her throat. “You’ve been here before?”




The coachman hesitated. “Once.”




“And?”




“And I prefer to keep my eyes on the road, miss. We’re almost at the gate. I’ll take you that far.”




The carriage lurched as the road narrowed, pinched by skeletal trees that grew twisted and wrong, branches clawing at the air. Mist clung low to the ground, curling around the hooves of the horses like grasping hands.




Elara dug her fingers into the fabric of her skirt to stop them shaking.




Ridiculous, she scolded herself silently. It’s a house. A job. Not a ghost story.




Her suitcase bumped against her boots, full of everything she owned in the world—two dresses, some worn books, a jar of ink, a stack of letters tied with blue thread. Enough to start over. Enough to prove that she didn’t need a name or a fortune or a husband chosen by anyone but herself.




Ravenshade meant coin. Coin meant freedom.




Even if it came wrapped in fog and superstition.




The carriage slowed.




Through the streaked glass, Elara saw an iron gate loom up, tall and thorned, its black bars woven with dead vines. At its center, worked into the metal itself, was a crest: a stylized raven clutching a skeletal branch, wings outstretched.




Ashbourne.




The coachman stopped the horses a few yards short of the bars.




Elara blinked. “Aren’t you going to take me to the door?”




He cleared his throat. “No further, miss. This is as close as I go.”




The words landed with a heavy, deliberate finality.




She stared at him. “It’s nearly dark. It’s another half mile at least—”




“Ashbourne’s man will come,” he interrupted. “They always know when someone’s foolish enough to accept the Master’s invitation.”




The way he said Master made something cold crawl down her spine.




Elara forced a steady breath. “Lord Ashbourne,” she corrected gently. “He offered generous terms.”




“Aye,” the coachman said. “He’s generous with coin. Has to be, doesn’t he.”




She frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”




He finally looked at her then, eyes narrow beneath thick brows.




“It means, miss,” he said slowly, “when a man owns a house that eats its own, he has to pay very well to convince anyone to walk inside.”




Elara swallowed. “Houses don’t eat people.”




The coachman held her gaze for a long moment. Then he looked away.




“Believe what you like,” he muttered. “My job is to get you here. Not to drag you back out.”




For a moment, the urge to tell him to turn the carriage around was almost overwhelming.




She imagined the sway of the seat beneath her as they rolled back toward town, the relief of distance between her and this cliff-perched monstrosity, the familiar ache of failure settling back into her bones.




She thought about the letter waiting unanswered in her pocket—the one from her uncle, kindly informing her that his household could no longer support a “grown niece with no prospects and inconvenient opinions.”




She thought about the library described in the job posting: untouched for decades, filled with rare volumes, private journals, family secrets.




Her chest tightened. No.




She’d come too far. There was nowhere else to go.




Elara lifted her chin. “Help me with my trunk, please.”




The coachman stared at her, eyes crinkling like he was trying to decide whether she was brave or stupid.




Then he sighed, climbed down, and hauled her single battered trunk from the back. He set it just inside the boundary where the road met the gate’s shadow, as though afraid to cross that invisible line.




“One month,” he said abruptly.




She blinked. “What?”




He straightened, dusting off his hands. “I’ll come at the end of the month. Same day. Same hour. If you’re waiting at the bend in the road, I’ll take you back.”




She let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. “That’s… kind of you.”




He shook his head. “No, miss. It’s not kindness. It’s habit.”




He climbed back onto the carriage, gathering the reins. “They all say they’ll stay longer. Not one of ’em has ever lasted more than a month.”




Elara stared. “The previous archivists?”




“The governesses. The maids. The companions. The steward, once.” His eyes flicked past her, to the silhouette of the house on the cliff. “Ravenshade doesn’t like to keep the living.”




The horses stamped nervously, sensing his agitation.




Before she could find words, he flicked the reins. The carriage lurched into motion, turning clumsily in the narrow road. In moments, the sound of wheels on stone grew faint, then vanished entirely.




Elara stood alone at the gate, the trunk by her feet, Ravenshade crouched like a patient beast in the distance.




The silence pressed in.




Wind rushed over the cliffs, carrying salt and the distant crash of waves. The crows wheeled and cried above the tallest tower.




She took a breath, squared her shoulders, and reached for the gate.




The iron was colder than it should have been. Cold that bit. Cold that felt like it had nothing to do with weather.




The moment her fingers closed around the bars, something in the air shifted—like the house had turned its head.




A shiver rattled through her.




“Don’t be ridiculous,” she muttered under her breath. “You are not afraid of architecture.”




The gate creaked open with the long, complaining scream of metal that hadn’t moved in too long.




She grabbed the handle of her trunk and dragged it up the gravel drive. Her boots crunched on pale stones. The path curved, flanked by dead hedges and the skeletal remains of what might once have been gardens. Statues loomed half-buried in shadow: a headless angel, a robed figure with its eyes worn smooth by wind.




As she walked, the house grew.




Up close, Ravenshade was almost beautiful in a bleak way—its stonework intricate, its arched windows framed in carved frames of leaves and ravens and roses. Time had not been kind, but it had not erased the care with which it had been built.




Someone had loved this place once.




Now it watched her approach with a thousand dark eyes.




By the time she reached the front steps, her arms ached from dragging the trunk, and her breath misted in the cooling air. Carved above the door were words worn faint by salt and storm.




She squinted up at them.




DOMUS TENEBRARUM.




House of Shadows.




“Of course it is,” she muttered.




She lifted the heavy brass knocker—shaped, unnervingly, like a raven’s skull—and let it fall.




The sound echoed through the bones of the house, deep and hollow.




Seconds stretched.




No footsteps.




No voices.




No whisper of movement behind the thick oak door.




Elara glanced back over her shoulder.




The gate was barely visible through the mist now. The road beyond it had vanished. The world had shrunk to the house, the cliff, the screaming sea.




She knocked again. Harder.




“Hello?” she called, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice. “It’s Elara Thorne. I was hired as—”




The door swung inward without warning.




She stumbled back a step, catching herself on the trunk.




The hall beyond gaped like a throat.




Dark wood. Faded red carpets. A chandelier dripping crystal that caught the weak light and fractured it into ghost-glitter. The air smelled faintly of wax, old paper, and something faint and metallic, like a memory of blood.




At first, she thought no one stood there.




Then her eyes adjusted.




A man in a dark coat lingered just behind the threshold, half in shadow, his gloved hand resting lightly on the door.




He was tall. Too pale. His hair black as the ravens overhead, falling neatly over his brow. His eyes caught the light strangely, as if they were used to the dark and resented the intrusion of day.




Elara’s breath caught.




“I apologize,” he said, voice low and smooth, with the faintest trace of something she couldn’t place—an old accent, maybe. “I dislike making a stranger knock more than twice at my door.”




The air around him felt… thick. Heavy. As if the house was wrapped around him, or he around it.




Elara straightened, forcing herself to remember her manners.




“I’m Elara Thorne,” she said. “You must be Lord Ashbourne.”




He studied her for a moment that stretched just a fraction too long. It felt like being weighed. Measured. Catalogued.




Then something like a smile ghosted at the corner of his mouth.




“No,” he said. “I am not.”




She blinked. “Oh. I—sorry, I just assumed—”




“The mistake is understandable,” he said. “My name is Silas Vane. I serve the house. And its master.”




His gaze flicked briefly past her, to the mist-curtained cliff, the empty road beyond the gate.




“You came alone?”




“Yes.” She hesitated. “I was told someone would meet me at the gate.”




Silas’s face did not change, but something in the air did—a nearly imperceptible tightening.




“We were watching,” he said simply. “Ravenshade sees more than you think.”




The back of her neck prickled.




She tried for a smile. “I suppose I should be grateful it approved of me enough to open.”




Silas didn’t smile back.




“It isn’t the house’s approval that keeps you safe, Miss Thorne,” he said. “It is its interest.”




Her mouth went dry. “That doesn’t sound like reassurance.”




“It wasn’t.” He stepped back, opening the door wider. “Come.”




She swallowed and dragged her trunk over the threshold.




The moment she crossed into the entry hall, the sensation hit her—like walking from open air into water. The house closed around her, pressing against her skin, her lungs, her thoughts.




The door shut behind her with a heavy, decisive thud.




Elara resisted the urge to flinch.




She turned, hand on the worn leather of the trunk handle, and looked back at the door.




There were no windows close enough to see the road. No view of the world beyond. The house had swallowed it whole.




She was inside now.




And for the smallest, strangest moment—




she could have sworn the floorboards under her boots shifted, like something beneath them was waking up.




“Miss Thorne,” Silas said, his voice closer than she expected.




She turned.




He stood on the first step of the sweeping staircase now, watching her with that same unblinking attention.




“Lord Ashbourne is expecting you,” he said. “He prefers to meet his guests before Ravenshade makes up its mind about them.”




“Right,” Elara said. “Of course.”




She hesitated. “Does Ravenshade often… change its mind?”




Silas’s gaze dipped briefly to the faint cut of her lower lip where she’d worried it between her teeth.




Then, very quietly, he said:




“Sometimes the house keeps what the master would rather let go.”




A chill slid down her spine.




She swallowed. “And what does the house… usually keep?”




He turned, ascending the stairs without answering.




“Come,” he said again.




Elara grabbed her trunk handle, left it where it was instead, and followed him up the steps.




As she climbed, the back of her neck prickled again.




The feeling of being watched.




She glanced up once—




And halfway up the second-floor landing, in the shadows beyond the banister, she saw him.




A figure, tall and still, standing at the end of the hall. Too far to make out his features. Close enough that she knew, with the strange certainty that lived somewhere below reason, that his eyes were fixed on her.




Elara’s hand tightened on the carved rail.




“Is that Lord Ashbourne?” she asked under her breath.




Silas paused mid-step, as if he’d heard a sound she hadn’t.




He followed her gaze.




The end of the hall was empty.




“No,” he said slowly. “It is not.”




He turned back toward her, his expression unreadable.




“For now, Miss Thorne… consider this a courtesy.”




“A courtesy?”




“A warning.” His voice softened just enough to be unsettling. “Never follow anyone you see at the end of a corridor in this house. Unless you are certain they are alive.”




Her pulse kicked hard against her ribs.




She forced herself to keep climbing.




Behind her, the house creaked once, as if suppressing a laugh.




And somewhere above, unseen, the master of Ravenshade turned away from the balcony where he had been watching her arrival—




and the tether between the living and the house tightened by one, nearly invisible thread.
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Elara didn’t realize she had stopped breathing until the staircase ended and Silas paused before an arched doorway draped with heavy black curtains.




“This way,” he said without looking back.




She forced a breath into her lungs and stepped after him.




The corridor beyond was narrow, lined with portraits whose eyes glinted strangely in the lamplight. Each frame was thick with dust, each painting dimmed with age, yet every figure seemed to watch her as she passed—faces half-turned, eyes too sharp, too awake.




Elara kept her gaze trained forward.




“Ravenshade is… atmospheric,” she said, her voice thinner than she wished.




Silas did not turn, but she saw the corner of his mouth twitch.




“The house remembers its dead,” he said simply. “All great estates do. This one merely does so… more visibly.”




“That’s comforting,” she muttered.




“It was not meant to be.”




The corridor opened into a vast room—the drawing hall, she guessed. Candles flickered in sconces along the walls, their flames swaying in a draft she couldn’t feel. Velvet curtains pooled across the floor like spilled shadows. A grand piano stood silent in the corner, its keys covered in dust.




But it was the sound that held her.




A faint, rhythmic tapping.




Like a cane on stone.




Steady. Measured. Approaching.




Elara felt her breath catch.




Silas stopped at the center of the room. “Do not speak until he acknowledges you.”




“Why?” she whispered.




“Because he listens before he sees,” Silas replied. “And he hears… more than most.”




Footsteps now—no longer just the tap of a cane. Slow, deliberate, echoing down the opposite corridor.




Elara’s pulse stuttered.




She straightened instinctively, smoothing her skirt, damp palms finding the seams of the fabric. She had prepared for a nobleman—cold, aloof, perhaps eccentric, perhaps lonely. But this house… nothing here felt simple.




The footsteps drew closer.




Silas bowed his head slightly. “My lord.”




Elara’s breath locked in her throat.




For a moment, there was only silence.




Then a voice—low, smooth, and quiet enough that the walls seemed to lean in to hear it.




“You may go, Silas.”




Elara felt more than saw Silas bow again before withdrawing to the edge of the room, vanishing into the shadows as seamlessly as if the house had swallowed him whole.




The footsteps continued, slow and sure, until a tall figure stepped into the candlelight.




Lord Ashbourne.




He wasn’t what she expected.




He was worse.

He was better.

He was impossible to look away from.




He stood with the kind of presence that made the air change shape around him—broad-shouldered, dark-haired, and dressed entirely in black. His coat fit him sharply, his posture deceptively relaxed. His long fingers rested on the silver handle of a cane, though he bore no limp.




His face was half cast in shadow, but what she could see stole the words from her tongue—high cheekbones, a mouth set in a restrained line, eyes so pale they caught the candlelight like frost.




Eyes that were fixed on her.




Elara swallowed hard.




“My lord,” she managed, dipping into a small curtsey. “Thank you for receiving me.”




He said nothing.




Not at first.




He only studied her as though she had been carved into being moments ago and he was deciding whether the sculptor had done a poor job.




At last, he spoke.




“You are shorter than I expected.”




Elara blinked. “I… apologize?”




His head tilted slightly. “Why would you apologize for your height?”




She floundered. “I—I don’t know. You seemed… disappointed.”




“I am not,” he said, his tone unreadable. “I am simply observing.”




Elara opened her mouth, then closed it again.




This was not going well.




Lord Ashbourne took a step closer.

Then another.

His cane tapped once against the polished floor.




Up close, the air seemed to shift around him—cooler, heavier, as though the darkness clung to him by choice. He smelled faintly of old books and something colder, metallic, like winter rain on stone.




He stopped a foot from her.




His gaze traveled slowly from her shoes to her face, not in a leering way, but as though cataloguing her bones.




“Elara Thorne,” he murmured. “Daughter of no household. Graduate of no university. Traveled alone, unescorted, to the edge of the world.”




She bristled. “Is that a problem?”




“On the contrary,” he said softly. “It is rare.”




A beat of silence passed.




Then he added, with a quiet finality:




“And Ravenshade is a house for the rare.”




Her pulse jumped.




Lord Ashbourne lifted his hand from the cane, and for a moment she thought he might touch her—her face, her hair, anything—one brief brush of cold fingers.




He didn’t.




He let his hand fall to his side.




“You applied for the position of archivist,” he said. “A sensible job. A safe job. A job for someone who wishes to be unnoticed.”




Elara stiffened. “I don’t wish to be unnoticed.”




His eyes narrowed slightly—curiously, not unkindly.




“No?” he murmured. “Then why hide your name?”




Her heart stalled.




“What?”




He leaned closer. Not touching—but close enough that the warmth of her breath mingled with the cold of his.




“You signed your letter E. Thorne,” he said. “Most people hide behind initials only when they fear their past.”




Heat climbed her neck. “My past is my own, my lord.”




“Everything in this house,” he said quietly, “becomes Ravenshade’s.”




A shiver rippled through her.




He watched it with unnerving stillness, as though cataloguing that too.




Elara forced herself to meet his gaze. “My lord, I came to do my work in peace, not to be questioned like a prisoner.”




To her surprise, he didn’t look offended.




He looked… almost amused.




“And I do not keep prisoners,” he said. “Not unless they ask nicely.”




Her breath caught.




Was that humor?




Or something else?




Before she could speak, he stepped back, the air loosening around her as he did.




Silas reappeared from the shadows on instinct, as if the house had whispered his name.




Lord Ashbourne nodded once.




“Show Miss Thorne to the East Wing,” he said. “She will stay in the suite overlooking the cliff.”




Silas hesitated. “My lord… that wing is—”




“Suitable,” Lord Ashbourne interrupted. “Prepare it.”




Silas inclined his head and started toward the corridor.




Elara glanced between them. “Forgive me, but… why the East Wing?”




Lord Ashbourne turned back toward her slowly.




Because the candlelight caught his eyes at that moment, she saw the faintest shimmer in them—something not quite human, not quite tame.




“Because,” he said, “it is closest to the library.”




That was an answer.




But not the whole one.




Then his voice dropped lower—so low she felt it instead of heard it.




“And because I prefer to know where you sleep.”




Her breath hitched.




She opened her mouth to speak—protest, question, anything—but Lord Ashbourne stepped backward into the shadows of the hall.




The darkness swallowed him.




Only his voice remained, drifting to her like a hand brushing her shoulder.




“Welcome to Ravenshade, Miss Thorne.”




Then it, too, faded.




Leaving her heart loud, her breath thin, and the house very, very awake around her.
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Silas led Elara through a maze of corridors that seemed to twist in ways her mind struggled to follow. The house felt built for shadows, each turn swallowing the last behind her, each stretch of hallway lit by flickering candelabras that sputtered as she passed—as though reacting to her presence.




“So,” Elara said, mostly to fill the silence, “the East Wing. Is it… pleasant?”




Silas glanced at her with an expression that could only be described as politely blank.




“It is a wing,” he said. “It is on the east side.”




“That’s not helpful.”




“It was not meant to be.”




Elara huffed.




They turned down a corridor so long and dim it seemed to stretch forever. A cold draft brushed against her ankles. Her skin prickled.




“Has Ravenshade always been this…” she searched for a polite word, “…moody?”




Silas raised a brow. “Moody? The house has moods, yes. But what it feels now is… curiosity.”




“That doesn’t make me feel better.”




“It shouldn’t.”




Elara muttered something under her breath that might have been an expression her aunt would have fainted over.




Silas stopped before a tall double door carved with roses and ravens, the wood darkened with age. He pushed one door inward with surprising ease.




“Your suite.”




Elara stepped inside and inhaled sharply.




The room was beautiful in a way that felt almost theatrical—high ceilings draped with black-lace canopy curtains, a massive bed carved from walnut, a velvet chaise near the window, a writing desk scattered with candle stubs. The wallpaper was deep green, patterned with curling vines and pale gold thorns.




But the view—




She crossed the room and pressed her hand against the cold glass of the wide, arched window.




The sea stretched endlessly below, dark and furious, crashing against the cliffs with a violence that felt almost personal. Mist rolled over the rocks, swallowing the horizon. The drop was dizzying.




Elara’s breath fogged the glass. “It’s… stunning.”




Silas nodded once. “The master chose it for you.”




That sent a quiet flutter through her chest she immediately pretended not to feel.




“He seems…” she began carefully, “…intense.”




Silas gave her a look that was almost pity. “He is Ashbourne. That is explanation enough.”




Before she could question that, he set her trunk by the wardrobe.




“Dinner is at seven,” he said. “The dining hall is three floors down and to your right, though Ravenshade tends to shift. If you feel lost, stop moving.”




“…Why?”




“Because the house will choose a direction for you.”




“That sounds unbelievably ominous.”




“It is. Good evening, Miss Thorne.”




He bowed his head and vanished through the doorway, closing it behind him.




Elara stood alone in the vast, eerie room.




Silence settled heavy.




She exhaled slowly and placed her palm flat on the window again. The sea wind rattled the panes. Lightning flickered far in the distance.




Then—




A soft sound echoed behind her.




A whisper.




Not a whisper of fabric or air.




A whisper like words.




Elara spun so fast her braid slapped her cheek.




The room was empty.




“…Hello?” she ventured quietly.




Silence.




She took a few cautious steps toward the bed, each one sounding too loud on the wooden floor.




Then she heard it again.




A faint, breathy voice—so soft it might’ve been memory—brushing along her ear.




“Leave…”




Elara froze.




Her heart stumbled.




“…What?” she whispered.




Nothing.




But the room felt colder now, the air heavier, as though something unseen drew closer.




“Who’s there?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.




Still nothing.




A gust of wind slammed against the window. The curtains shuddered. Her pulse jumped.




She pressed a hand to her chest. “You’re imagining things. Long journey. Nerves. Perfectly normal.”




To prove her point to herself, she strode to the bed, sat firmly on the edge, and bounced once for emphasis.




The bed frame groaned.




A slow, deliberate creak.




Not from weight.




From the wall.




Elara’s eyes snapped to the dark paneling behind the headboard.




A long crack ran down the wood. A crack that shivered as though breath were pushing through it from the other side.




Elara stood.




“Nope,” she whispered. “Absolutely not.”




She grabbed the candlestick from the desk, struck a match, and lit the wick. A small shield of warm light pushed back the shadows just enough to steady her breathing.




She moved slowly toward the wall.




Closer.




Closer.




The crack pulsed again—like a heartbeat.




Then the air behind her shifted.




She spun.




And collided straight into a solid chest.




She gasped—a small, strangled noise—and stumbled back, the candle wavering dangerously.




A gloved hand shot out, steadying hers, keeping the flame upright.




“Careful,” a quiet voice said. “Fire spreads quickly in a house this old.”




Her breath caught.




Lord Ashbourne stood before her.




Close enough to see the sharp line of his jaw.

Close enough to feel the cold of him against her heat.

Close enough that the candle flame leaned toward him like it sought his attention.




Elara swallowed. “My… my lord. You startled me.”




He looked down at her, those pale eyes flicking briefly to the crack in the wall before returning to her face.




“You heard something,” he said.




Not a question.




A statement.




She stiffened. “I… might have.”




He stepped closer. The candle flame trembled between them.




“And did it tell you to leave?”




Elara’s heart stopped.




He knew that?




“How—” she whispered.




His expression didn’t change.




“This house has a memory for fear. It speaks to those who listen too closely. Do not answer it.”




“I didn’t answer,” she said.




“But you wanted to,” he murmured, voice quiet enough to be dangerous.




She sucked in a breath.




He reached past her then, fingers brushing the air by her hip—not touching—never touching—and pressed his palm flat against the crack in the wall.




The wood shuddered.




Ashbourne’s eyes sharpened.




“Enough,” he said softly, the word carrying more weight than it should.




The crack stilled.




The air warmed.




The whispering stopped.




Elara stared. “Did you just… scold the walls?”




“Of course not,” he said, stepping back. “They are not walls.”




“What are they, then?”




He turned his pale gaze on her.




“Hungry.”




She swallowed hard.




“But they will not touch you,” he added, as though offering comfort.




“That’s… reassuring?”




“No,” he said. “But it is true.”




Lord Ashbourne regarded her for a long, unreadable moment.




Then his voice softened—not warm, but close.




“If Ravenshade speaks to you again,” he said, “do not trust what it says. It does not hate you. It simply does not know you yet.”




Elara nodded slowly. “Do I… want it to know me?”




A faint breath of something like a bitter laugh escaped him.




“No one wants Ravenshade to know them,” he said. “But it always learns.”




He stepped back toward the door.




“Dinner is soon. Wear something warm,” he added. “This wing bites.”




Then he paused.




Turned his head just enough for her to see the edge of his profile.




“And Miss Thorne,” he said quietly, “if the house tells you to leave… do not.”




Her voice was barely a whisper. “Because you want me to stay?”




His answer was soft.

Unavoidable.

And entirely unsettling.




“No,” he said. “Because I do.”




The door closed behind him.




And the shadows in the walls seemed to hold their breath.















