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CHAPTER one
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The crisp autumn air swirled around Dr. Ella Bennett as she stepped out of her car, carrying with it the scent of fallen leaves and pine trees. A shiver ran down her spine. Whether it was from the chill in the air or anticipation, she wasn't sure. Bella's eager yips broke the stillness as the Jack Russell terrier leapt from the passenger seat, her white and brown coat a blur against the red and gold carpet of leaves lining the street.

"Easy girl," Ella murmured, her lips quirking into a small smile as she watched Bella's exuberant exploration. The terrier's enthusiasm was infectious, lightening the weight of uncertainty that had settled in Ella's chest during the long drive.

Ella took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the cool, clean air. She couldn't help but feel a sense of peace settling over her as she gazed out at the charming town. It was exactly what she needed.  A change of scenery and a chance to start over.

Bella tugged at her leash, eager to explore every nook and cranny of their new surroundings. Ella chuckled and followed the energetic terrier down the quiet street lined with quaint storefronts and cozy-looking homes.

As they walked, Ella couldn't help but notice how different it was from the city she had lived in for so long. The streets were quieter, the pace slower. People seemed to know each other here, greeting each other with warm smiles and friendly waves.

"Well Bella, what do you think?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "Ready for our new start?"

Bella's answering bark drew a chuckle from Ella as they headed back to the car. The drive towards their destination was a short one. As they turned the corner, Ella’s breath caught as she took in the imposing outline of their new home for the first time.

The Victorian mansion loomed ahead, a formidable silhouette against the autumn sky. Its weathered facade bore witness to decades of history, intricate gingerbread trim gracing every eave, and turrets stretching towards the clouds like fingers reaching for the sun. Despite its striking presence, there was a certain beauty to the mansion, with its grand columns and arched windows, a reminder of a grander era.

The stone steps leading up to the mansion were cool and smooth beneath her feet. The ornate iron gate cold against her palms. As she stepped closer, Ella could feel the weight of history in the very walls of the estate, a tangible presence that left her with a sense of awe and trepidation.

"My God," she breathed, drinking in every detail. Her analytical mind immediately began cataloging the work ahead. Peeling paint, sagging gutters, an overgrown tangle of vegetation threatening to swallow the wraparound porch. Yet, beneath the neglect, she could see the bones of something magnificent.

Ella's heart raced with excitement as she stood before the antiquated house. She could already envision the beautiful renovations she would make, but just as quickly, doubt seeped in. Was she truly ready for this immense undertaking? To pour all her time and energy into not just a house, but her entire existence? The conflicting emotions battled within her, leaving her frozen in indecision.

"Stop it," she chided herself, squaring her shoulders. "You didn't come all this way to second-guess yourself now."

With Bella trotting at her heels, Ella pushed open the front gate. The old iron creaked as it opened, the sound seeming to echo her own internal struggle between excitement and trepidation.

“Home sweet home," she murmured, her emerald eyes gleaming with determination as she took in the ornate details and towering chimneys. With a confident step, she approached the front doors that seemed to beckon her inside. "Let's see what secrets you're hiding, shall we?" Her voice echoed through the empty courtyard, daring the imposing structure to reveal its hidden depths. 

Ella's hand trembled slightly as she reached for the antique brass doorknob, her keys jangling softly in the crisp autumn air. The weight of the moment pressed down on her, a heady mixture of anticipation and nerves coursing through her veins. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of fallen leaves and aged wood.

"Come on, Ella," she whispered to herself, her voice barely audible. "New life, new start."

As she fumbled with the keys, trying to find the right one, a warm voice called out from behind her.

"Dr. Bennett! Welcome to Willowbrook, our little slice of New England paradise!"

Ella turned, her auburn hair catching the late afternoon sunlight. A woman in her early fifties approached, her blonde curls bouncing with each step. Her pearl necklace glinted, a stark contrast to the faded grandeur of the house behind Ella.

"I'm Abigail Whitfield, the town mayor," the woman said, extending her hand with a warm smile. "We're so thrilled to have you join our community."

Ella shook Abigail's hand, noting the firm grip that belied the mayor's friendly demeanor. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Mayor Whitfield. I'm looking forward to settling in."

Abigail's eyes crinkled at the corners as she smiled. "Please, call me Abigail. We're not much for formalities around here." She glanced up at the house, a knowing look in her eyes. "I see you've already met the grand old dame of our town. She's quite something, isn't she?"

Ella nodded, turning back to face the Victorian mansion. "She certainly is. A bit intimidating, if I'm honest."

"Oh, don't let her scare you," Abigail said with a chuckle. "She's just been waiting for the right person to come along and give her some love."

As Abigail spoke, Ella couldn't help but wonder if the mayor was talking about more than just the house. The thought sent a small shiver down her spine, a mix of excitement and apprehension that mirrored her feelings about this new chapter in her life.

"Well," Ella said, straightening her shoulders, "I'm certainly up for the challenge."

Abigail's eyes sparkled with intrigue as she gazed up at the house's weathered facade. "You know, we call her 'The Old Mason Estate' around here. She's got quite the colorful history."

The breeze picked up, rustling the overgrown ivy that clung to the Victorian's turrets. Ella wrapped her arms around herself, the cool air seeping through her black sweater. "Oh? Do tell."

"Well," Abigail began, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, "legend has it that old man Mason had a penchant for... shall we say, unconventional gatherings. The kind that would make even the most progressive folks blush."

Ella raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the mayor's words. "Unconventional gatherings?"

Abigail nodded, a mischievous glint in her eye. "Word has it that he was quite the eccentric fellow and loved to throw wild parties at the estate. Some say they were filled with debauchery and scandalous activities."

Ella couldn't help but let out a small laugh at the thought. "Well, that certainly adds to the house's charm."

Abigail chuckled along with her. "Indeed, it does. But don't worry, it's all just hearsay. No one knows for sure what really happened here."

Ella nodded, still smiling. "I'll keep that in mind."

Abigail continued to regale Ella with stories about the Old Mason Estate and its infamous previous owner. Ella couldn't help but feel a sense of intrigue growing within her as she listened.

"This place has so much history," Abigail said.

Ella raised an eyebrow, her mind racing with possibilities. As she listened, her gaze drifted to a second-floor window, where a shadow seemed to flit across the wavy glass. She blinked, and it was gone.

"Of course, that's all ancient history now," Abigail continued, waving a hand dismissively. "But the house... she remembers. Sometimes, on quiet nights, folks swear they can hear music and laughter echoing from empty rooms."

A sudden gust of wind swept across the porch, carrying with it the scent of decaying leaves and something else, a faint whiff of perfume perhaps? Ella shivered, her thoughts drifting unbidden to Oliver, her ex-husband.  His charm, his betrayal, the way he'd discarded her like yesterday's news.

"Dr. Bennett? Are you alright?" Abigail's concerned voice snapped Ella back to the present.

"Yes, sorry," Ella mumbled, forcing a smile. "Just... processing. It's been a whirlwind few months."

Abigail nodded sympathetically. "Of course, dear. Starting over is never easy, but this town... it has a way of healing old wounds. You'll see."

As Ella gazed up at the house, her house now, she felt a surge of determination. This was her chance to rewrite her story, to prove to herself and to everyone else that she was more than Oliver’s ex-wife. The Old Mason Estate might have its secrets, but so did she. And together, perhaps they could forge a new beginning.

"Thank you, Abigail," Ella said, her voice stronger now. "I have a feeling this is exactly where I need to be."

After saying their goodbye’s, Ella's hand trembled slightly as she inserted the key into the lock. The old brass mechanism resisted for a moment before yielding with a satisfying click. She pushed the door open, wincing at the prolonged creak that echoed through the quiet street.

"Well, here we go," she murmured, taking a deep breath before stepping over the threshold.

The musty scent of age and neglect enveloped her immediately, a complex bouquet of old wood, dust, and something deeper, more mysterious. Ella's keen senses, honed by years of forensic work, cataloged each note. There was a hint of mildew, yes, but also traces of lemon oil and... was that lavender?

She moved further into the foyer, her footsteps echoing on the ornate wooden floors. Wavy light filtered through the antique glass of tall windows, casting dancing shadows across faded wallpaper. The patterns, once vibrant, now told silent stories of bygone eras.

"Oh my," Ella breathed, her inquisitive mind already racing. "This is... something else."

Her gaze swept the room, taking in every detail. The grand staircase with its intricately carved banister. The crystal chandelier, covered in cobwebs but still majestic. Hidden pocket doors, their brass handles tarnished but gleaming with potential.

"Where to start?" she mused aloud, her voice barely above a whisper. The sheer scale of the renovation project ahead was daunting, but Ella felt a spark of excitement ignite within her. This was a puzzle, a mystery to be unraveled, much like the cases she tackled in her professional life.

She ran a finger along a dusty mahogany shelf, leaving a clean trail in its wake. "First things first," Ella said, her tone shifting to one of determination. "A deep clean, then structural assessment. Can't have any nasty surprises lurking behind these walls."

As she spoke, a floorboard creaked somewhere above her, as if the house itself was responding to her plans. Ella froze, her heart rate quickening. "Just settling," she assured herself, though her hand instinctively reached for the cellphone in her pocket. "Old houses make noise. It's perfectly normal."

Still, as she continued her exploration, Ella couldn't shake the feeling that she wasn't entirely alone. Each room seemed to hold its breath as she entered, only exhaling when she moved on. The air grew thicker, heavier with history and untold secrets.

Ella gasped audibly as she entered the grand library, with high ceilings and floor-to-ceiling mahogany bookshelves that seem to stretch endlessly towards the sky. The shelves were filled with dusty volumes, some bearing intricate leather bindings while others were tattered and worn. A rolling ladder was perched against one wall, beckoning Ella to climb and explore. The room was illuminated by stained glass windows, casting vibrant hues of red, green, and blue onto the shelves and floor.

"Now this," Ella whispered, a genuine smile tugging at her lips, "this I can work with."

Ella paused in the foyer, her hand resting on the hand-carved banister of the grand staircase. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, the musty scent of aged wood and forgotten memories filling her lungs. When she opened them again, her green eyes sparkled with renewed determination.

"This is it, Bella," she said softly, looking down at her furry companion. "Our new beginning."

As if on cue, Bella's ears perked up, and she let out an excited yip before darting off into the depths of the house. The click-clack of her nails on the hardwood floors echoed through the empty rooms.

"Hey, wait up!" Ella called, a hint of laughter in her voice. She followed the sound of Bella's exploration, her own footsteps more measured but no less curious. The terrier led her into what must have been the formal dining room. Bella was sniffing intently at a corner, her tail wagging furiously.

"What have you found?" Ella asked, kneeling beside her dog. She ran her hand along the baseboard, feeling a slight draft. "Hmm, looks like we've got some sealing to do here. Can't have you chasing drafts all winter, can we?"

Bella barked in response, then took off again, this time heading towards the kitchen. Ella trailed behind, mentally ticking off a growing checklist of renovations as her eyes swept across water-stained ceilings and peeling wallpaper.

The kitchen was dimly lit, the only source of light coming from a few dusty windows. The appliances were old and outdated, some with rusted edges. But amidst the age and wear, there was a sense of charm and character in the room. The wooden cabinets were custom and ornate, while the large butcher block island stood proudly in the center, its edges smoothed from years of use.

"You've seen better days, haven't you?" she murmured. "But there's potential here. A lot of potential."

A sudden scrabbling sound drew her attention. Bella was pawing at a small door set low in the wall near the pantry.

"What's this?" Ella mused, crouching down to examine it. "A dumbwaiter, maybe?" She hesitated, a shiver running down her spine. 

Bella whined, her nose pressed against the crack of the door.

"Alright, alright," Ella said, reaching out to grasp the small, tarnished handle. "Let's see what’s inside."

As she began to pull, the old hinges creaked in protest, and for a moment, Ella could have sworn she heard a whisper, soft as a sigh, coming from within the dark space beyond.

Ella paused, her hand still on the handle, her professional instincts kicking in. "Hmm," she murmured, leaning closer to examine the door's edges. "No dust buildup here. Someone's been opening this recently."

She stood, brushing off her knees, her mind racing with possibilities. "Well, Bella, looks like we might have our first mystery to solve." The terrier wagged her tail, sensing her owner's excitement.

Standing in the spacious living room, she gazed at her reflection in an ornate mirror.  "Dr. Ella Bennett, respected medical examiner," she said softly, a hint of irony in her voice. "Expert at unraveling the mysteries of death, but somehow blind to the unraveling of my own marriage."

She sighed, running a hand through her auburn hair. "But that's all in the past now. This house, this town, it's a fresh start."

Moving to the window, Ella looked out at the tree-lined street, the autumn leaves creating a tapestry of reds and golds. The fading sunlight casting shadows across the lawn, giving the old Victorian house an air of mystery.

"It's going to be a challenge," she mused, her green eyes reflecting determination. "But I've never been one to back down from a good puzzle." She placed her hand on the cool glass, her mind already formulating plans. "This house, it's more than just a renovation project. It's... a second chance."

Bella nudged her leg, and Ella smiled down at her faithful companion. "You're right, girl. No use dwelling on the past. We've got a future to build here, and I intend to make the most of it."

As the last rays of sunlight painted the room in a warm glow, Ella felt a surge of optimism. Despite the daunting task ahead, she couldn't help but feel excited about the possibilities that lay before her in this quaint New England town.

Ella's fingers traced the patterns on the window frame, feeling the worn grooves beneath her skin. The glass reflected her image, a woman poised on the precipice of change, her green eyes bright with anticipation and a hint of apprehension.

"What secrets do you hold, old house?" she whispered, her breath fogging the glass slightly. The creaking of settling wood answered her, as if the house itself was responding to her query.

Bella whined softly, pawing at Ella's leg. She glanced down, a small smile tugging at her lips. "I know, Bella. It's been a long day for both of us. Let’s get you fed, and I’ll start unpacking."

Turning from the window, Ella surveyed the living room once more. The fading light cast shadows across the dusty floor, creating an interplay of light and dark that seemed to breathe life into the very walls.

"You know, Bella," Ella mused, her voice low and thoughtful, "I've spent my career uncovering the stories of the dead. But this..." She gestured around the room, taking in the peeling wallpaper and ornate moldings. "This is about breathing life back into something. It's about... reinvention."

The word hung in the air, heavy with possibility. Ella's mind drifted, imagining the rooms filled with warmth and laughter, the musty scent replaced by the aroma of freshly baked bread and blooming flowers.

"It won't be easy," she continued, more to herself than to Bella. "But then again, nothing worth doing ever is, right?"

A sudden gust of wind rattled the windows, sending a shiver down Ella's spine. For a moment, she could almost imagine the house responding to her words, encouraging her in its own mysterious way.

"Well then," Ella said, straightening her shoulders and letting a hint of her usual sass creep into her voice. "I suppose we'd better get started. After all, this old girl isn't going to clean herself."

As she moved to unpack the first of many boxes and set Bella’s food and water dishes out, Ella felt a spark of excitement ignite within her. The future stretched out before her, a blank canvas waiting to be filled with new experiences and new challenges.

The Old Mason Estate creaked and settled around her. As the first stars began to twinkle in the twilight sky outside, Ella Bennett took her first real steps into her new life, ready to uncover whatever mysteries, and possibilities, awaited her.
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CHAPTER Two
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Ella was ripped from her slumber by a sharp crack, the sound jarring against the velvety silence that usually cloaked the Old Mason Estate at night. Bella woke with a bark and leapt to her feet. Ella’s heart pounded in her chest, a frantic drummer setting a rapid pace as she lay motionless, straining to detect any further disturbance. In the hollow quiet that followed, she almost dismissed the sound as a dream, but the coroner in her—the part trained to notice what others missed—was already cataloging details, measuring the silence against the certainty that something had broken it.

She drew a deep breath, the chill of the room making her exhale a ghostly vapor in the moonlit darkness. With a silent resolve, she slid from the tangled bedsheets, Bella beside her, her bare feet whispering across the cold wooden floor. The house had never felt more alive, its creaks and groans amplified by the stillness of the night.

Moving deliberately, Ella’s silhouette traced the familiar path through the dimly lit hallway. She paused at each door, her keen green eyes piercing the gloom, searching for any sign that would explain the disruption. Her hands, steady during the most delicate autopsies, now betrayed a faint tremor as they grasped the doorknobs, turning them with a controlled gentleness that echoed her usual precision.

The air was ripe with the scent of old leather and the musty embrace of the house’s endless secrets. Each room revealed nothing but shadows nestled in antique furnishings, the silent guardians of her new home. The tall windows cast fractured patterns on the floor, the wavy glass distorting the world beyond, a reflection of the uncertainty that had taken root within her.

As Ella ventured further, the ornate spindle work of the staircase loomed in the half-light, and the distant echo of her own movements played tricks on her ears. The house breathed around her, a living entity with its own rhythms and secrets. Ella's breath came out in visible puffs, the cold air a stark reminder of the autumn that had settled over the small New England town.

"Get it together, Ella," she whispered to herself, her voice barely audible. "You've faced scarier situations than this in the morgue."

But the familiar comfort of her professional detachment felt worlds away from the vulnerability of standing alone in this sprawling Victorian, where every shadow seemed to hold the potential for threat or revelation.

As she reached the landing of the second floor, a floorboard creaked beneath her feet, the sound reverberating through the silence. Ella froze, her heart pounding a staccato rhythm against her ribs. She listened intently, her mind racing to categorize and explain each ambient noise.

Was that the settling of the house or footsteps echoing from another room? Was it the wind whistling through a gap in a window frame or a whispered conversation just beyond her hearing?

Ella's hand instinctively reached for her cell phone, only to grasp empty air. She'd left it charging downstairs, a rookie mistake she'd never make again. 

"Some fresh start this is turning out to be," she thought wryly, a hint of her usual sass surfacing despite the tension. She scooped Bella up into her arms and proceeded with her investigation.

Moving with renewed purpose, Ella approached the library doors. The massive mahogany portals stood slightly ajar, a sliver of deeper darkness visible between them. She placed her palm against the cool wood, steeling herself for what she might find within.

"Hello?" she called out, her voice stronger now, infused with an authority she didn't entirely feel. "Is anyone there?"

The silence that followed was deafening, broken only by the subtle rustle of leaves outside and the pounding of her own pulse in her ears. Ella pushed the door open wider, the hinges protesting with a low groan that seemed to reverberate through her very bones.

The library lay before her, a cavernous space filled with towering bookshelves and the lingering aroma of aged paper and ink. Moonlight filtered through the stained-glass windows, casting jewel-toned patterns across the room. For a moment, the beauty of it stole Ella's breath away, temporarily eclipsing her fear.

As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she scanned the room methodically, her gaze sweeping from corner to corner. Nothing seemed out of place, and yet, there was a palpable sense of recent disturbance, as if the very air had been stirred by an unseen presence. Ella's fingers trailed along the spines of the books as she moved deeper into the room, seeking comfort in the tactile sensation.

"You're imagining things," she murmured to herself, even as her instincts screamed otherwise. "It's just an old house settling."

But as she turned to leave, a glint of something metallic caught her eye, nestled between two leather-bound volumes on a nearby shelf. Ella's heart leapt into her throat as she reached out, her fingertips brushing against the cool surface of an object that most certainly didn't belong among the dusty shelves.

Ella closed her fingers around the cool metal, trembling as she pulled the object out. Her grandmother's locket dangled before her eyes, its delicate silver chain swaying gently in the moonlit library.

"This can't be," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the pounding of her heart. "I left you on my dresser upstairs."

The weight of the locket in her palm felt both familiar and alien. Ella traced the intricate engravings with her thumb, a habit that usually brought comfort. Now, it only intensified her unease. She glanced around the room, half-expecting to see a figure lurking in the shadows.

"Is someone there?" she called out again, her voice stronger than she felt.

Only silence answered.

Clutching the locket to her chest, Ella backed out of the library, her eyes never leaving the darkened corners. As she closed the door behind her, she leaned against it, the sound of her own breathing filling the hallway. Ella forced herself to take deep, calming breaths.

"You're losing it, Ella," she muttered to herself. "First noises, now this? Get a grip."

She needed to think rationally. There had to be a logical explanation for the locket's sudden appearance in the library. But even as she chided herself, a chill ran down her spine. Something was off, and no amount of rational thinking could shake that feeling.

*****
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The next morning, Ella stood in her new lab at the Coroner’s Office, surrounded by a world of polished steel and fluorescent lights, a stark contrast to the night before in the shadowy labyrinth of the Old Mason Estate. The sterile environment felt almost foreign after the unsettling events that still clung to her like the morning mist. She shook her head, attempting to shrug off the unshakeable feeling that something was amiss. Here, in this controlled world of evidence and facts, the mysteries of her new home seemed both distant and irrational.

The cold, sterile room was brightly lit by fluorescent lights, the metal instruments shining against the white walls. A large table stood in the center, surrounded by cabinets filled with supplies and tools. Ella’s computer screen hummed on the desk, displaying images of bodies waiting to be examined.

"A place for everything, and everything in its place," she murmured, carefully arranging her collection of forensic textbooks on the shelf near her desk. The familiar titles and well-worn spines brought a sense of normalcy to the unfamiliar space.

Ella's fingers lingered on a framed photo of her parents. Their smiling faces were a stark contrast to the somber nature of her workspace. She carefully placed the photo on her desk, angling it just so.

"What would you make of all this, Dad?" she asked the photograph softly. "You always said I had good instincts, but right now, I'm not so sure."

The silence of the morgue was broken only by the soft click of instruments as Ella meticulously arranged her tools. Her practiced hands moved with clinical elegance, arranging scalpels, forceps, and probes into their designated places.

She found a measure of solace in the routine, the mundanity of her task offering a temporary refuge from the disturbing events of the night before.

As she worked, Ella couldn't shake the memory of the locket's mysterious appearance. "There has to be a logical explanation," she said aloud, her voice echoing slightly in the empty room. "Maybe I sleepwalked? Or maybe..."

She trailed off, unable to come up with a plausible alternative. The weight of the unanswered questions pressed down on her, threatening to disrupt the order she was so carefully creating.

The steady clicking of heels against the linoleum floor resounded in the otherwise quiet room. Ella's head snapped up as she saw Sheriff Tom McAllister's broad, imposing frame fill the doorway. His silver hair caught the harsh white light, casting shadows on the lines of his rugged face. His piercing blue eyes seemed to scan the room with ease, taking in every small detail.

"Dr. Bennett," he greeted, his voice a low rumble that seemed to reverberate in the sterile space. "Settling in, I see."

Ella straightened, offering a polite smile. "Sheriff McAllister. Yes, just putting the finishing touches on my office. What can I do for you?"

Tom's warm gaze lingered on the framed photo on her desk before meeting her eyes. "I thought I'd stop by to check in and see how you're settling in. You know how it is in a small town; we like to look out for our newcomers."

Ella's eyebrow lifted with a playful edge. "Thanks for worrying about little ol' me, Sheriff. But trust me, I've got everything under control."

Tom nodded, his fingers absently adjusting his badge. "Good to hear. You know, Dr. Bennett, you might find yourself with more free time than you're used to. We don't exactly have a bustling caseload here in Willowbrook."

Ella leaned against her desk, arms crossed. "Is that so? And here I thought I'd be overrun with work."

A hint of a smile tugged at Tom's lips. "Well, we do have our share of mysteries. Just not the kind that usually end up on your table."

As Tom spoke, Ella found herself studying him, noting the way his eyes darted around the room, as if cataloging every detail. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her, a newcomer to be wary of, or a potential ally?

"Speaking of mysteries," Tom continued, his tone shifting slightly, "I hear you've taken on quite the project with that Old Mason Estate. Brave woman, tackling a renovation like that."

Ella's brow furrowed. "Word travels fast, I see."

Tom chuckled, a deep sound that seemed to fill the space. "Small town, remember?" he said, his dry humor hinting at an understanding of how quickly news could travel. "You're probably the talk of the town, taking on a project like that all by yourself. But listen, if you need any help with that place, there's a local contractor I can recommend. Jackson Rivers. He's got a knack for breathing life back into old houses."

His words held a note of respect, as if the contractor's reputation was well earned. Ella couldn't help but notice the careful way Tom offered the suggestion, as though aware of her independent streak and the likelihood she'd resist outsider help. She studied the sheriff, gauging his sincerity. His expression was sincere, free of any ulterior motives. It struck her that perhaps he was genuinely trying to be helpful, extending a lifeline in a community that could close ranks against newcomers.

She let Tom's recommendation hang in the air for a moment, her mind darting back to the unsettling events at the house. The idea of having someone familiar with the quirks of old properties suddenly seemed not only practical but necessary. Ella weighed the name Tom had given her, rolling it over in her thoughts. The memory of the unlatched door, the locket's mysterious migration to the library shelf, it all pointed to a house with secrets she couldn't decipher alone. Maybe this Jackson Rivers could offer insight or at least a second set of eyes.

"Jackson Rivers," she repeated, testing the name on her tongue. "I'll keep that in mind, Sheriff. Thank you."

As Tom nodded and turned to leave, Ella couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to his visit than a simple welcome. She watched his retreating form, her mind racing with questions. What did he know about the house? 

Ella's thoughts lingered on whether or not to call the contractor, Jackson Rivers, as she drove home later that afternoon. The autumn sun dipped low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the road and painting the sky in hues of amber and crimson. She imagined calloused hands expertly wielding tools, breathing new life into the creaking bones of her Victorian home. A small smile tugged at her lips, unbidden.

As she pulled into her driveway, the smile faded. Something was... off. The fading light caught the edge of the front door, and Ella's breath caught in her throat. It stood slightly ajar, a dark sliver against the weathered wood.

For a moment she just sat there, stunned. Maybe her mind was playing tricks, maybe she was imagining things. But the longer she stared, the clearer it became that this was no illusion. The door wasn't just unlocked, it hung open, daring her to remember what she was certain she'd done before
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