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Chapter 1: A Summer of Nothing... or Everything?
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Riley Brooks adjusted her sunglasses and let out a slow sigh, pressing her forehead against the warm glass of the passenger-side window. The world outside was green, still, and too quiet—like something frozen in time.

Her grandmother’s old truck rumbled down the narrow country road, passing the familiar sights that made Riley feel trapped. The same general store, with the sagging sign. Identical sun-faded houses with creaky porches and crooked mailboxes. Same road leading to the middle of nowhere.

A whole summer in Birchwood Creek. Three months of nothing.

“You keep making that face,” Marian Brooks muttered from the driver’s seat, eyes focused on the road ahead. “People will think I’m dragging you out here against your will.”

Riley didn’t answer. She knew her grandmother was trying to lighten the mood, but nothing about Birchwood Creek had ever sparked excitement in her.

Until they passed Everwood Manor.

The dark, ivy-choked silhouette rose just beyond the trees, looming over the landscape like a forgotten shadow. It had been abandoned for decades—left to rot, swallowed by nature—but something about it never looked empty.

And then—movement.

Just for a second. A flicker of something behind the upstairs window.

Riley sat up straighter, heart skipping a beat. Had someone just moved into the house?

No. That wasn’t possible.

Right?

She turned quickly, craning her neck to look again—but the window was still, silent, as though nothing had changed at all.

“Something wrong?” Marian asked, glancing at her out of the corner of her eye.

Riley hesitated. “I... I thought I saw something in Everwood Manor.”

Marian’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “You didn’t.”

The words were too fast. Too certain.

Riley frowned, watching her grandmother’s sudden stiffness, the way her jaw set just a little too firmly. How did Marian know that?

The truck rattled to a stop in front of Marian’s old house, gravel crunching beneath the tires. Riley barely registered the sound, barely noticed the weight of her luggage being lifted from the truck bed.

Her mind was still trapped inside Everwood Manor.

Even hours later, long after she had unpacked and settled into her grandmother’s guest room, the feeling remained—a nagging unease, a whisper of something she couldn’t explain—the flicker of movement behind the window. The way Marian had shut down the conversation before it even began.

She couldn’t shake it.

Riley sat cross-legged on the bed, turning her phone over in her hands before finally typing a message.

"You won’t believe what I just saw."

The response came almost immediately.

"Uh-oh," Zoe wrote. "Do I need to start preparing an alibi?"

Riley smirked, rolling onto her stomach, fingers hovering over the keyboard.

"Not yet. But maybe soon."

There was a pause, then:

"Now I’m intrigued. What happened?"

Riley hesitated, replaying the moment in her head—the abandoned house, the not-so-empty window.

"Everwood Manor," she finally wrote. "It’s supposed to be abandoned. But I just saw someone inside."

Zoe’s reply came fast.

"...Are you telling me we’re sneaking in?"

Riley grinned, tapping her fingers against the edge of her phone. It wasn’t the worst idea.

She was about to respond when something outside caught her attention.

A flicker of movement—just beyond the fence line.

She sat up slowly, her breath hitching as she crossed the room, pressing her fingers against the cool glass of the window.

A note fluttered on the fence post at the edge of the property, caught in the gentle sway of the night breeze. Yellowed with age. Nailed to the wood with a rusted pin.

She swallowed hard, stepping closer, her pulse steady but sharp, tension settling deep in her chest.

The ink was faded. The message, however, remained clear.

“Turn back. Some secrets should stay buried.”

The wind shifted, carrying the scent of damp earth and pine, rustling the trees beyond the yard. A hum built beneath her ribs—not fear, not exactly—something close to it.

She stared at the words for a long moment, reading them once, then twice.

Then, with slow determination, she lifted her phone and typed her final message of the night.

"Change of plans. We’re breaking in."

The next evening, Riley stood at the edge of Everwood Manor’s iron gate, her heart pounding. The mansion looked different at night—hollow-eyed windows staring down at her, ivy creeping across shattered stone, the air thick with something unsaid.

Zoe adjusted her backpack straps beside her, glancing at Riley. “Are we sure about this?”

Riley smirked. “Scared already?”

“No. Just making sure you don’t chicken out.”

Riley didn’t chicken out. Ever.

Without another word, she pushed forward, stepping over the fence. Zoe followed, and together they approached the mansion’s towering doors.

The wood was warped, the brass handle ice-cold beneath Riley’s fingers.

She exhaled slowly. Then, she pushed the door open.

And Everwood Manor welcomed her in.
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Chapter 2: The Mystery Starts with a Warning
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Riley hesitated in the doorway, her breath shallow. The air inside Everwood Manor was different. Heavy, thick with time, like it was pressing down on her shoulders.

Her flashlight beam cut through the darkness, revealing dust swirling in the air. The entrance hall stretched ahead—grand staircases curling upward like skeletal fingers, walls lined with broken sconces, a chandelier hanging above them, swaying slightly as though disturbed.

Zoe stepped in behind her, pulling the straps of her backpack tighter. “Wow,” she murmured, voice barely above a whisper. “It looks... frozen in time.”

Riley nodded but didn’t speak. She couldn’t. Her pulse thumped in her ears, blocking out everything except the overwhelming presence of the house.

It wasn’t just old. It felt aware.

They moved cautiously, stepping across creaking floorboards toward a long hallway stretching deeper into the house. Faded wallpaper peeled at the edges, and the scent of damp wood filled Riley’s lungs.

Then—a door.

It stood at the end of the hall, slightly ajar. But unlike everything else around it—coated in dust, worn by time—this door looked untouched.

The handle gleamed, the surface smooth. No signs of decay.

Riley exchanged a glance with Zoe.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Zoe whispered.

Riley reached for the handle. Her fingers barely brushed the brass when—

SLAM.

The door shut itself, rattling violently in its frame.

Zoe gasped, stumbling backward. Riley jerked her hand away, chest tightening.

“What the—” Zoe choked out.

Riley’s flashlight flickered, the beam sputtering as if reacting to the sudden shift in energy.

No draft. No wind. Nothing that should have made the door move.

Yet it had. Riley swallowed hard. They weren’t alone.

They continued forward, pushing deeper into the mansion despite the rising tension in Riley’s chest.

Then, they entered a study—massive shelves lining the walls, filled with forgotten books. An overturned desk sat in the center, its drawers half-open, papers scattered on the floor.

And beneath it, in the dust, someone had left a message.

Four words, traced carefully in the thick layer of filth.

“Find the vault. Hurry.”

Zoe sucked in a sharp breath. “Tell me that was already here when we walked in.”

Riley crouched down, examining the uneven strokes in the dust. It looked fresh.

Someone had been here. Recently.

Her pulse quickened.

Who left this message? And what vault?

Riley stared at the words traced in dust:

“Find the vault. Hurry.”

The study felt colder now, as if the air had dropped several degrees since they stepped inside. A creeping sensation crawled up her arms—someone had written this—someone who had been here.

But how long ago?

Zoe shifted uneasily beside her. “Okay... I don’t love this.”

Riley ignored the rising unease twisting in her stomach. She reached forward, pressing her finger against one of the letters. The dust hadn’t settled. The words still looked freshly disturbed, the edges sharp rather than blurred.

Someone had left this warning recently.

Maybe even tonight.

She swallowed hard. “We have to find it.”

Zoe let out an incredulous laugh. “Are you joking? What vault? What if this is just some old prank?”

Riley shook her head. “No one else has been inside this place for years. Whatever’s written here—it’s real.”

Zoe exhaled sharply, rubbing her arms. “And you seriously want to go deeper?”

Riley nodded.

Zoe cursed under her breath. “You better not get me murdered.”

They stepped away from the message and turned toward a corridor leading farther into Everwood Manor.

The floor groaned beneath their weight, the walls looming on either side, like the house was waiting for them to take the next step.

As Riley’s flashlight swept across the peeling wallpaper, she noticed something... strange.

The patterns—delicate flowers wound around twisting vines—weren’t faded like they should have been. In fact, some parts of the wallpaper looked new. Too new.

She reached out, running her fingers over the surface, expecting the brittle texture of old paper.

Instead, the wall was smooth. Her breath hitched. “Zoe...” Zoe turned. “What?”

Riley dragged her light across the hallway again. The walls looked wrong. The vines on the wallpaper seemed to shift, curling ever so slightly, as if...

They were moving.

Zoe squinted. Then, her flashlight flickered.

Once. Twice. Then the beam cut out entirely.

Darkness swallowed them whole.

Riley sucked in a sharp breath. Her flashlight shuddered, the light dimming and pulsing as if responding to the energy of the house.

Then—a sound. Footsteps. Soft. Deliberate.

Coming from somewhere ahead.

Zoe grabbed Riley’s wrist, fingers ice cold. “Someone’s here.”

Riley barely breathed. The sound was unmistakable—slow steps, moving deliberately across the wooden floorboards, just around the corner.

She lifted her flashlight, heart hammering, pulse racing. The beam sputtered once, then surged back to life, revealing nothing ahead.

The hallway was empty.

But they had heard the footsteps.

Zoe tightened her grip on Riley’s arm. “I vote we turn back.”

Riley hesitated.

They could leave. They could turn around, pretend none of this had happened, and walk straight out the front door.

But the message is in the dust. The movement in the wallpaper. The footsteps.

Everwood Manor had already drawn them in.

And Riley wasn’t leaving without answers.

The footsteps had stopped.

But Riley’s pulse was still racing.

She swept her flashlight ahead, her hand shaking slightly. The hallway stretched into deeper shadows, lined with faded portraits that seemed to stare at her.

Nothing moved.

Nothing breathed.

Yet the air still carried the weight of someone—or something—that had been here only moments ago.

Zoe let go of Riley’s wrist, exhaling shakily. “Okay, no offense, but I hate this.”

Riley swallowed hard. “We need to keep going.”

Zoe turned her flashlight back toward the study, back toward the door leading outside. Her hesitation lasted longer this time. “We could also just... not.”

Riley didn’t
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