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    For those who stayed to hold the roof up, and for those who finally found the courage to come home.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us."— Winston Churchill
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Chapter 1
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Silas Miller believed in things he could measure. He liked the weight of a steel tape measure in his hand. He liked the smell of sawdust and the hard logic of a right angle. In his world, if a beam was sagging, it was because of gravity. If a floor creaked, it was because the wood was dry.

Houses did not have feelings. They had structures.

Silas parked his silver truck at the end of a long, overgrown driveway. The grass brushed against the underside of the vehicle with a sound like a dry whisper. He looked up at the house. It was a massive, three-story Victorian sitting alone in a valley that the sun seemed to avoid.

The client, a man named Marcus who had sounded terrified on the phone, had called it "unstable."

"The foundation?" Silas had asked.

"The reality," Marcus had replied.

Silas stepped out of the truck. The air was colder here than it had been on the main road. He pulled his jacket tighter and grabbed his leather bag. He was thirty-eight years old, with graying hair at his temples and a face that rarely smiled. People hired him because he was efficient. He didn't care about the history of a building. He cared about making it stand straight.

He walked toward the front porch. The wood was dark, almost black, and looked wet even though it hadn't rained in days. As he reached the front door, he stopped.

He looked at his notes. The blueprint he had been sent showed a standard foyer with a staircase on the right. Through the glass of the front door, Silas saw something else. There was no staircase. There was only a long, narrow hallway that seemed to stretch much further than the house should allow.

Silas blinked. He rubbed his eyes and looked again.

The staircase was there now. It was made of polished oak, curving gracefully toward the second floor.

"Tricks of the light," Silas muttered. He hated his voice when it sounded uncertain.

He reached for the brass doorknob. It was warm. Not the warmth of metal sitting in the sun, but the warmth of a hand. He pulled his fingers back for a second, his heart hammering a quick rhythm against his ribs.

It’s just heat retention, he told himself. Old metal holds temperature.

He turned the knob and stepped inside.

The smell hit him immediately. It wasn't the smell of rot or dust. It was the smell of lavender and burnt toast. It was a domestic smell, ordinary and sharp. Silas froze. His mother used to burn toast every Sunday morning. She would laugh about it, scraping the black bits into the sink while the smell filled their tiny kitchen.

She had been dead for fifteen years.

Silas shook the thought away. He pulled out his laser distance measurer. He needed to focus on the work. He pointed the red dot at the far wall of the foyer.

The red dot didn't hit wood. It kept going. The laser light stretched into the darkness of the hallway, further and further, until it vanished. According to the device, the room was four hundred feet long.

That was impossible. The exterior of the house was only sixty feet wide.

"Hello?" Silas called out.

His voice didn't echo. Usually, in an empty house, the sound would bounce off the hard surfaces. Here, the house seemed to swallow the sound. It was like shouting into a pillow.

He took a step forward. The floorboards didn't creak. Instead, they felt soft under his boots, almost like he was walking on thick carpet, even though the wood looked bare.

He looked to his right, where the staircase should be. It was gone again. In its place was a small, white door with a chipped porcelain handle.

Silas felt a bead of sweat roll down his neck. He knew that door. It was the door to the closet under the stairs in his childhood home. The one where he used to hide when his parents argued.

"This isn't happening," he whispered.

He reached out and touched the white door. The paint felt rough under his calloused fingers. He could see the small, jagged scratch near the bottom—the one he had made with a toy car when he was six.

His breathing became shallow. He wasn't a man who believed in ghosts. He believed in physics. But physics was failing him.

He turned around, intending to walk back out the front door and drive away. He didn't care about the fee. He didn't care about his reputation. He just wanted to be back on the gravel driveway.

The front door was gone.

Where the entrance had been, there was now a solid wall covered in floral wallpaper. It was a pale yellow pattern with small blue flowers. It was the wallpaper from his mother’s bedroom.

Silas dropped his bag. The heavy thud of leather on wood was the only sound in the house.

"Let me out," he said, his voice cracking.

The house didn't answer. But the air changed. The smell of burnt toast grew stronger. From behind the small white door, he heard a sound. It was faint, the rhythmic clicking of a typewriter.

His father had been a writer. A man of many words and very little love. He had spent his life in a room just like the one that was appearing behind Silas.

Silas backed away from the white door, his hands shaking. He bumped into a table that hadn't been there a moment ago. On the table sat a single glass of water and a small bottle of pills.

He recognized the pills. They were the ones his mother took toward the end.

The house wasn't just changing. It was remembering.

Silas looked up at the ceiling. The chandelier began to glow, but the light wasn't electric. It was the soft, flickering light of candles. The shadows on the walls grew long and distorted. They looked like people standing in the corners, watching him.

"What do you want?" Silas asked the walls.

A door at the end of the long hallway creaked open. A sliver of blue light spilled out onto the floor.

Silas felt a pull. It wasn't a physical force, but an emotional one. It was the same feeling he got when he looked at an old photograph he thought he had destroyed. It was the weight of things left unsaid.

He had spent twenty years running away from his family. He had moved across the country. He had changed his phone number. He had buried his grief under layers of blueprints and concrete.

The house had found it all in a matter of minutes.

He picked up his bag. His knuckles were white as he gripped the handle. He knew he couldn't break a window or kick down a door. The house was no longer a physical object. It was a mirror.

He began to walk toward the blue light. Every step felt like wading through water. The hallway grew longer as he moved, the walls stretching and twisting. The floral wallpaper began to peel, revealing layers of dark, damp wood underneath.

He reached the door at the end. It was heavy and made of iron. It looked like the door to a vault.

Silas put his hand on the iron. It was ice cold.

"I’m just here to measure the house," he said, trying to convince himself. "That’s all. I’m an architect."

The door swung open.

Inside was a room filled with sand. A desert held within four walls. In the center of the sand sat a single, wooden chair.

And sitting in the chair was a woman. She was looking away from him, staring at a window that showed a view of a sea that didn't exist in this valley.

She turned her head.

Silas felt the air leave his lungs. It wasn't his mother. It was Maya.

Maya was the sister he hadn't spoken to in a decade. The sister he had left behind to deal with the ruins of their family while he escaped to build a new life.

"You're late, Silas," she said. Her voice was dry, like the sand at her feet.

"Maya? How are you here?"

"I'm not," she said, standing up. As she moved, her form flickered, like a bad television signal. "The house is just showing you what you're carrying."

She walked toward him, her footsteps silent on the sand.

"You thought if you fixed enough houses, you could fix yourself," she said. She was standing right in front of him now. She looked older than he remembered. There were lines around her eyes that hadn't been there before. "But you can't build a life on a foundation of lies."

"I don't lie," Silas said defensively.

"Silence is a lie, Silas. Every year you didn't call was a lie."

The room began to shake. The sand started to swirl around them, rising in a golden cloud. The walls of the room began to shrink, moving inward, closing the space between them.

Silas looked back at the door, but it was gone. There was only sand and the narrowing walls.

"How do I get out?" he shouted over the sound of the rising wind.

Maya looked at him with pity. "The house doesn't let you out. It lets you through."

"Through what?"

"The truth."

Maya vanished. The sand collapsed into a pile on the floor. Silas was left standing in a room that was now the size of a prison cell. The walls were still moving. In less than a minute, he would be crushed.

He looked at the walls. On the plaster, words began to appear. They were written in his own handwriting.

I was afraid.

I hated them.

I am lonely.

The walls stopped moving. They were inches from his shoulders.

Silas stared at the words. His heart was racing so fast he thought it might burst. He had never said those things out loud. He had never even admitted them to himself. He was the strong one. The one who moved on.

"I was afraid," Silas whispered.

The wall in front of him dissolved. It didn't break or fall; it simply turned into mist.

Beyond it was a staircase. It led upward into a part of the house that felt even heavier, even more crowded with the ghosts of his memory.

Silas took a breath. He looked down at his hands. They were still shaking, but the weight in his chest had shifted slightly.

He stepped onto the first stair.

The house groaned around him, a sound of wood and bone settling into place.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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The staircase was not made of wood anymore. As Silas climbed, the oak turned into cold, industrial steel. The air grew thinner, smelling of ozone and wet concrete. This was the smell of a construction site at dawn, a scent Silas usually found comforting. Here, it felt like a warning.

He reached the second-floor landing. It was a wide, circular gallery with a dozen doors. Each door was different. One was heavy oak with a brass knocker. Another was a sliding glass door that showed only fog. A third was a simple screen door that rattled in a wind Silas couldn't feel.

Silas stood in the center of the gallery. He felt small. The ceiling was lost in a haze of gray shadows.

"I'm an architect," he said, his voice a dry rasp. "I design spaces. I don't get trapped in them."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his steel tape measure. He needed something real to hold onto. He pulled the tape out—three feet, six feet, ten feet. The metal ribbon hissed.

He walked toward a door that looked out of place. It was painted a bright, aggressive red. It looked like the door to his first independent office, the one he had opened with so much pride and so much hidden terror.

He touched the handle. It didn't turn.

"Locked," he muttered.

What did you leave behind in there? a voice whispered.

Silas spun around. "Who's there?"

The gallery was empty. The voice hadn't come from the air; it had felt like it came from inside his own skull.

He turned back to the red door. He remembered that office. He had spent three years there, sleeping on a cot, designing glass towers for people he didn't know. He had been so focused on making things beautiful that he never noticed how empty his own life had become.

He kicked the door. It didn't budge. It felt like kicking a mountain.

"Open up," he growled.

The red paint began to bubble. It dripped down the wood like blood. The color faded, turning into a dull, weathered gray. The door didn't open, but the wall next to it began to crack.

Fissures raced across the plaster. Silas backed away as a large section of the wall crumbled, falling silently to the floor. Behind the wall wasn't another room. It was a memory.

Silas saw himself.

He was younger, maybe twenty-five. He was sitting at a drafting table, the lamp casting a harsh yellow circle on a sheet of vellum. He was drawing. His movements were frantic, his face pale.

In the corner of the room stood a man. He was tall, wearing a suit that fit him like armor. Silas recognized the man’s silhouette instantly. It was his father, Thomas Miller.

Thomas hadn't been an architect. He had been a judge. A man who spent his days deciding what was right and what was wrong, and his nights making sure his son knew he was usually wrong.

"It’s not enough, Silas," the memory-Thomas said. His voice was like grinding stones.

"I'm still working on the load-bearing calculations, Dad," the younger Silas said without looking up.

"Calculations are for machines. A man builds a legacy. You're just building boxes."

The younger Silas flinched but didn't stop drawing.

Silas, standing in the gallery, felt the old sting of those words. He wanted to reach into the memory and pull his younger self away. He wanted to tell him that Thomas was a bitter man who used logic as a weapon because he was afraid of his own heart.

But Silas couldn't move. He was a spectator in his own haunting.

The scene shifted. The office began to fill with water. It didn't pour in; it rose from the floorboards, dark and silent. The younger Silas didn't seem to notice. He kept drawing as the water reached his knees, then his waist.

"Dad, look," the younger Silas said, holding up a drawing. "I fixed the entrance. It’s open now. It lets the light in."

Thomas didn't look at the drawing. He looked at the water. "You're drowning, Silas. And you're doing it in a room you built yourself."

The water hit the younger Silas’s chin. He still didn't move. He was still trying to show the drawing to a man who would never see it.

"Stop it!" Silas screamed from the gallery.

The memory shattered like glass.

The wall was solid again. The red door was gone. In its place was a mirror.

Silas walked toward it. He didn't want to see his reflection, but he couldn't look away. He looked tired. His eyes were bloodshot, and there was a smudge of dust on his cheek.

But as he watched, his reflection began to change. His suit turned into the suit his father used to wear. His face grew harder. The lines around his mouth deepened until they matched the stern, unforgiving expression Thomas Miller had worn for sixty years.

Silas reached out to touch the mirror. His hand didn't hit glass. It sank into a cold, gelatinous surface.

He pulled back, gasping.

"I am not him," Silas whispered.

Then why are you so cold? the house whispered back.

The floor beneath Silas tilted. He lost his balance, sliding toward the edge of the gallery. The railing, which had looked like solid iron, dissolved into smoke. Silas grabbed at the air, his boots skidding on the slick floor.

He stopped just at the edge. Below him wasn't the first floor. It was a void—a bottomless pit of swirling black ink and white paper. Millions of blueprints were floating in the dark, spinning like dead leaves in a storm.

He looked down and saw his own name on the papers.

Library of Silas Miller. The Unlived Life.

He scrambled back, his heart thudding against his ribs. He crawled away from the edge, his breath coming in jagged gasps.

The house was attacking his identity. It was stripping away the architect to find the man. And Silas wasn't sure there was anything left of the man.

He stood up, his legs shaking. He needed to find a way out. He didn't care about the truth anymore. He just wanted the sky. He wanted the sun. He wanted the messy, unmeasured world outside.

He ran toward the only door that remained unchanged—the glass sliding door filled with fog.

He threw it open and stepped through.

He wasn't outside.

He was in a nursery.

The room was painted a soft, pale blue. There was a white crib in the corner and a rocking chair by the window. The air smelled of baby powder and old wood.

Silas froze. This wasn't a memory.

He had never had a child. He had never even been married. He had told himself he was too busy for a family. He had told his few girlfriends that he was "married to his work."

He walked toward the crib. His footsteps were heavy in the quiet room.

The crib was empty. But there was a blanket inside—a hand-knitted one with small yellow ducks.

Silas reached down and touched the wool. It was soft and warm.

"Whose room is this?" he asked.

A shadow fell across the floor. Silas turned.

A woman was standing in the doorway. She was young, with dark hair tied back in a messy bun. She wore a simple green dress. She looked familiar, but he couldn't place her.

"It could have been ours," she said.

Silas felt a sharp pain in his chest. "Clara?"

Clara had been a landscape architect. They had worked together on a park project ten years ago. They had dated for two years. She was the only person who had ever seen past his blueprints. She was the only one who had asked him what he was afraid of.

He had broken up with her on a Tuesday. He had told her he needed to "focus on his career." He had watched her cry and felt nothing but a cold, hard sense of relief. He had been safe again.

"You didn't want a home, Silas," Clara said. Her voice wasn't angry. It was just sad. "You wanted a fortress."

"I was building a life," Silas said, but the words sounded hollow.

"No," Clara said, stepping into the room. She walked to the window and looked out. "You were building a grave. You just decorated it with high-end finishes."

She turned to look at him. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. "The house is showing you the truth, Silas. You think you're here to fix the walls? The walls are fine. It’s the person inside them that’s falling apart."

"I'm doing fine," Silas snapped.

"Are you? When was the last time you felt something other than stress? When was the last time you laughed until you couldn't breathe? When was the last time you loved someone more than your own silence?"

Silas
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