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  Chapter 1

The slate under Timothy Tibb’s feet held the night cold longer than it should’ve. 
It made a clean sound when he shifted his bucket, metal on stone, reminding that the mansion was still there, still heavy, still watching him work.
He knelt on the second-floor patio, elbows on his thighs, and rolled a golf ball between his fingers. Mud crusted the dimples. Someone’s slice had scarred it along one side, a white crescent of exposed plastic. Timothy scrubbed until the ball went from “trash” to “sellable,” and he could feel the difference in his palm. Smooth. Honest. Fixed.
The tube radio beside him hummed with old rock and roll, tinny and warm. It ran off his portable power station, which ran off a solar panel leaned against the patio rail.
Timothy liked systems that worked. Soap. Water. Brush. Rinse. Dry.
A stack of cleaned balls in a milk crate. Another stack waiting in the bucket, still ugly, still needing him.
He didn’t have electricity in the mansion. He didn’t have money for repairs. He did have hands that didn’t quit, and a roof that didn’t cave in, as of yet.
The house below him was a giant. A place that used to host friends, feasts, and parties, but now held dark, dusty hallways and rooms and memories that wouldn’t die.
Some said to tear it down. Get rid of that eyesore. But not Timothy. Not him. Not ever.
He wiped a ball dry and dropped it into the crate. The sound was crisp. Satisfying.
Then the back door clicked. Timothy didn’t turn right away. He just listened. Boots. Steady. Familiar.
Jade.
She came onto the patio like she belonged there, because she did. Boots, trench coat, braid, and the sword at her hip that always made strangers reassess their life choices.
Timothy glanced over his shoulder. “Thought you were working.”
“I was,” Jade said. “Then I remembered you live in a haunted museum with rats and no dignity, and I decided to perform a wellness check.”
He snorted and went back to scrubbing.
Jade stepped closer, looked at the buckets, the soap, the stack of crates. “You’re still washing golf balls.”
“I’m restoring value,” Timothy said.
“You’re washing golf balls on a slate patio like a monk.” Jade leaned on the patio railing and looked out over the yard. The mansion’s property used to be manicured. Now the weeds ruled the land.
Jade nodded toward the far corner of the yard. “Still hear them in the walls?”
“Rats?” Timothy asked.
Jade’s mouth twitched. “Or ghosts.”
“Rats. Ghosts don’t chew wiring.”
Jade frowned. “You sure?”
“I’m sure.”
She shifted her weight, eyes scanning the roofline, the gutters, the cracked stonework. She had a way of looking at the world, taking inventory of what could hurt you, what could be used, what could be fixed.
“Brought you something,” she said.
Timothy didn’t look up. “If it’s a job application, I’m going to toss it.”
“It’s not an application.” Jade pulled a small paper bag out from under her coat and set it beside the radio.
Timothy paused, then glanced inside. Burgers. He didn’t smile, not fully, but something in his face loosened. “OK. That’s… acceptable.”
Jade sat on the slate, cross-legged. The cold didn’t bother her. She took out a burger, unwrapped it, and took a bite.
Timothy went back to work. Jade watched him scrub for a full minute before she spoke again. “You’re going to invite Dennis tonight.”
Timothy’s brush stopped. “No.”
Jade didn’t argue right away. She just chewed, watching him the way she watched a sparring partner, patient, waiting for the opening.
Timothy started scrubbing again. Hard. Soap foamed.
“You called him a bonehead,” Jade said.
“He was being a bonehead,” Timothy said.
“Dennis is not a bonehead.”
“He makes decisions like one.”
Jade swallowed. “He’s smart.”
“So am I.”
Jade stared at him for a beat. “You’re impossible.”
Timothy didn’t answer because arguing with Jade never ended in victory. It ended in truth, and truth was expensive.
The radio changed the song. A guitar riff. A singer with a smoky voice. 
Jade set her burger down, wiped her hands on a napkin, and stood. “Fine. We’ll table Dennis. For now.”
Timothy didn’t look up. “Good.”
Jade reached behind her and unhooked the sword at her hip, kenjutsu gear, the kind she treated like religion.
Timothy finally looked up. “Don’t do that up here.”
Jade smiled. “Don’t do what?”
“Swing that around on my roof like you’re auditioning for a movie.”
“It’s not your roof,” Jade said. “It’s your haunted museum’s roof.”
“It’s slate.” Timothy gestured. “You slip, you die. Then I’m stuck listening to you complain as a ghost.”
Jade grinned and stepped into position, anyway. Feet planted. Shoulders loose. The blade came up.
Timothy hated how good she was. He also loved it, the same way you loved a locked door when you lived in a world full of break-ins.
Jade flowed through a short routine: clean cuts through the air, controlled stops, breath matching motion. No wasted movement. No show.
Then she lowered the blade and looked at him. “See? Not dead.”
“Yet,” Timothy said.
Jade re-hooked the sword. 
Timothy glanced at her sword again, without meaning to.
For a moment he had the strange impression that the air had grown quieter around it, as if sound itself had stepped back.
Then her phone buzzed. She checked it, and something in her expression shifted. Not fear. Attention.
Timothy’s stomach tightened. “What?”
Jade held the phone up. “It’s… nothing.”
“That’s a lie,” Timothy said.
Jade’s eyes stayed on the screen. Her thumb scrolled once, slow.
Timothy watched her face, watched the small tension gather at the corners of her mouth. He didn’t like it.
Jade pocketed the phone.
Timothy set his brush down. Water dripped off it onto the slate. “What is it?”
Jade shook her head once. “It’s stupid.”
“Jade.”
She exhaled. “Fine. It’s just… something I heard.”
“From who?”
“From a barista at work.” Jade grabbed her burger, took a bite, and chewed too long.
Timothy didn’t let it go.
Jade swallowed. “There was a car accident last night.”
Timothy frowned. “So?”
Jade hesitated. Her eyes drifted toward the street below. “They said it didn’t make sense. Like the car wasn’t… driving wrong. It just—“ Jade made a small motion with her hand, like something snapping sideways. “Like it got shoved.”
Timothy felt the itch in his brain, the part that didn’t stop when other people stopped. “A shove?”
Jade nodded. “That’s how they described it. Like it got pushed into the curb out of nowhere.”
“Where?” Timothy asked.
“Main Street. Near the strip mall. Not the highway. Not ice. Not drunk. Just… off.”
Timothy stared at the bucket of dirty golf balls. For a second, it looked like a crime scene. A hundred little white witnesses with no mouths.
Jade watched him. “Don’t. Don’t do your thing.”
“My thing?”
“You know,” Jade said. “Where you decide it’s your job to fix the universe.”
Timothy’s jaw tightened. “It’s a car accident.”
“It’s a car accident,” Jade said. “Which means it’s not your problem.”
Timothy looked at her. “Someone got hurt?”
Jade’s voice dropped. “They didn’t die.”
Timothy held Jade’s gaze. He didn’t feel better. Because “didn’t die” wasn’t the same as “OK.” He went quiet. 
Jade exhaled. “Timothy, it’s a nice day. I brought burgers. I’m trying to keep you in the human world for one day.”
Timothy glanced toward the mansion behind him with the dark windows, the weight of his parents’ absence baked into the walls.
He’d been “in the human world” since they died. He just didn’t trust it. He wiped his hands on a towel and looked back at Jade. “I’m not going to do anything.”
Jade’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”
“Yes,” Timothy said. He meant it. For about three seconds. Then his phone buzzed from an unknown number.
Jade saw him glance at it. “Don’t.”
Timothy answered anyway. “Hello.”
A man’s voice. “Timothy?”
Timothy sat up. “Who is this?”
“It’s Snake,” the man said.
Timothy’s eyes flicked toward Jade. Jade mouthed: Snake?
Timothy stood, one foot sliding on the slate. He caught himself. “Snake. Why are you calling me from a different number?”
“You hear about that accident?” Snake asked.
Timothy went still.
Jade’s face tightened.
Timothy walked a few steps away from Jade, toward the far side of the patio, where the wind hit harder. “Yeah. Why?”
Snake’s voice dropped. “Because I was there.”
Timothy’s pulse climbed. “Were you involved?”
“No,” Snake said. “I was parked. I was in my truck, eating jerky, minding my own business.”
Timothy waited.
Snake exhaled. “That car didn’t drift. It didn’t swerve. It didn’t brake wrong.”
Timothy’s fingers tightened around his phone.
“It moved sideways,” Snake said. “Like somebody grabbed the back end and yanked it.”
Jade watched Timothy from across the patio, reading his posture. She didn’t interrupt. She didn’t have to.
Timothy swallowed. “Could you see what hit it?”
“That’s the thing,” Snake said. “There wasn’t anything.”
Timothy’s voice came out flatter. “Wind?”
Snake snorted. “Wind doesn’t shove a sedan like it’s a shopping cart.”
Timothy stared at the slate beneath his shoes.
Snake kept going. “After it hit, the driver got out. Dude was shaking. He kept looking up and around like he expected something to drop on him. Then I saw something.”
Snake stopped.
Timothy’s skin prickled. “You saw what?”
Snake’s voice got lower. “I saw a mark on the asphalt.”
Timothy blinked. “A mark?”
“Like a scrape,” Snake said. “Like something heavy dragged across it for a second. But there was nothing there.”
Timothy looked toward Jade. She’d stopped eating. Her burger hung forgotten in her hand.
Timothy’s throat went dry.
Snake said, “I’m telling you because you’re the kind of guy who doesn’t let weird stuff go.”
Timothy didn’t answer.
Snake rushed on. “There’s one more thing.”
Timothy braced. “What?”
Snake’s voice lowered. “There was a sound. Right before it happened.”
Timothy’s eyes narrowed. “Like what?”
Snake hesitated. “Like… a hum. Low. Like a generator. Like something vibrating under the ground.”
Timothy’s breath caught.
Snake said, “Then it stopped. Total silence.”
Timothy stood still, and in the silence behind Snake’s voice, the radio’s old song sounded suddenly fake. A performance. A cover.
Jade’s voice cut across the patio. “What is it?”
Timothy covered the phone. “Just a sec.”
“Tell me,” Jade said.
Timothy looked at her. The way she stood, with her sword at her hip, eyes squinted. He uncovered the phone. “Where are you now?”
“In my truck,” Snake said.
“Text me the exact location,” Timothy said. “Where you saw it. Where the car hit. I want to see the mark.”
Jade took two steps toward him. “Timothy.”
He held up a hand without looking at her. “Just a look.”
Jade’s voice went hard. “No.”
Timothy’s jaw clenched.
Snake said, “You going over there?”
Timothy stared out at the forest near the mansion.
“I don’t know,” he said.
He did.
He just didn’t want to admit it yet.
Jade stepped in front of him now, forcing his eyes up. “Listen to me. We are not doing this today.”
Timothy’s throat flexed. “It’s nothing.”
Jade’s eyes flashed. “Then why is Snake calling you? Why are you acting like you just heard a gunshot?”
Timothy looked at her, and he hated how well she knew him. He hated how right she was.
Snake’s voice came through the phone again. “Timothy?”
Timothy exhaled. “Text me. I’ll… I’ll decide.”
Snake didn’t argue. “Fine.” The call ended.
Jade held his gaze. Timothy tried to shrug it off. Tried to turn back to the golf balls. To scrub the world clean. It didn’t work.
Jade said, quieter now, “You can ignore it.”
“I can try,” he said.
Jade nodded.
Timothy picked up the brush again. Soap. Water. Scrub. His hands kept moving, but his mind didn’t. He stared at the next dirty ball, and all he could see was a car moving sideways with nothing touching it. A scrape mark on asphalt. A hum under the ground.
And the simple, vicious fact that the world had just offered him something “off.”
Timothy told himself: It’s not your job. It’s not your problem. You have bills. You have a house.
He scrubbed harder.
He told himself: People crash every day. You don’t chase every weird thing. You don’t go looking for trouble. The radio sang bright and dumb beside him.
Jade watched him, still as a guard dog.
Timothy swallowed and told himself the last lie, the one he always tried first. “I’m going to ignore it.”
His phone buzzed in his pocket. A text from Snake. An address. A pin. Timothy stared at it until the screen dimmed.
Jade’s voice







