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Chapter One – Cold Starts and Old Bones


Warrick Falls didn’t wake up so much as shiver itself into motion. 
It was a town that kept one boot in the grave. The kind of place where time didn’t tick so much as scratch slowly at the walls, trying to claw its way forward. February here wasn’t winter. It was a siege. Salt-crusted trucks grumbled down Main Street past boarded-up storefronts and hand-painted “Open” signs that hung like prayers in a dying church.
Colin Drake stood outside Willowmere Penitentiary, staring up at the thing like it might blink. The prison loomed at the edge of town, a monolith of black stone and rusted steel, its windows like dead eyes turned inward. Snow gathered in the corners of the gate, dirty and clotted with gravel. Somewhere behind him, a wind chime clinked from a second-story porch like a child shaking bones in a cup.
He sipped from his dented thermos—lukewarm coffee with two fingers of bourbon—and winced at the bitterness. The wind bit at his face. He didn’t flinch. Cold was familiar. Cold was honest.
The last time he’d stood in front of a building like this, he’d been a teacher. Back then, he had words like curriculum, learning outcomes, parent complaints. Now he had words like inventory, archive, don’t fuck this up, Colin.
He took a final drag from his cigarette, flicked it into the snow, and stepped through the heavy steel gate.
Inside, Willowmere was no warmer. The lobby had been halfheartedly converted into a “visitor center,” which meant they’d replaced the original linoleum with newer, cracked linoleum and added a gift shop selling plastic snow globes shaped like electric chairs. A paper sign above the front desk read: WARNING: Some Exhibits May Be Inappropriate for Children Under 12.
Colin made a mental note to steal one of the globes.
“Drake!” a voice chirped, too cheerful by half. “You made it!”
Janine Kowalski rounded the corner from the gift shop, a flurry of scarves and good intentions. Her parka was neon purple, her face weathered but kind. She looked like the sort of woman who volunteered at animal shelters and owned at least one cat named after a U.S. president.
“Barely,” Colin muttered. “Car battery was frozen. Took a hairdryer and two cups of prayer to get it going.”
“Well, you’re here now. Welcome to the belly of the beast!” She waved her arms theatrically at the building. Her breath puffed in front of her like a cartoon ghost. “We got the heat turned on in some wings. Others... not so much. But that’s the charm, right? Historical authenticity!”
“Is that what we’re calling it?”
She laughed and handed him a clipboard. “Come on, I’ll walk you down to your office.”
They passed through security gates left permanently open, through a long hallway of peeling paint and sagging fluorescent lights. The air grew colder the deeper they went, like the place was inhaling.
“Your job’s pretty straightforward,” Janine said, her boots clacking. “You’re gonna be cataloging items from the East Wing Collection. Letters, records, a few personal effects. We’re thinking of building an interactive exhibit for the summer tourist season. Maybe something with audio readings. People love that spooky shit.”
Colin nodded. “Sure.”
They passed a sign that read: CELLBLOCK D CLOSED TO PUBLIC – STRUCTURAL HAZARD.
Janine caught his glance. “That’s where most of your materials come from. Don’t worry. We haven’t had a cave-in in at least six years.”
“Comforting.”
They reached a heavy metal door and she fished out a ring of keys. The lock groaned in protest as she turned it.
Inside was a basement room with cinderblock walls and a ceiling so low it felt like a crouch might be safer than standing. One buzzing lightbulb dangled above a battered metal desk surrounded by file boxes and water-stained shelves. The air smelled of mildew, paper, and something sharper—like vinegar and grief.
“Home sweet home,” she said brightly.
“Jesus.”
“Right? It’s awful. But it keeps the interns from fighting over the good assignments. Oh—almost forgot.” She handed him a pastry wrapped in a napkin. “Stale donut. Thought you might want it.”
“Appreciate the honesty.”
“Gus’ll be around later to check the pipes. Don’t mind him. He’s mostly harmless. Just don’t let him corner you with ghost stories—he’s got a million.”
And with that, Janine vanished back into the cold halls, her footsteps receding into echo. The silence that followed wasn’t peaceful. It pressed in. Colin looked down at the donut in his hand. It sagged under its own weight, slightly greasy, like something exhumed from the back of a gas station display case. He set it aside on the desk.
The room was colder now that she was gone. He turned in a slow circle, surveying his new kingdom. The boxes were stacked haphazardly, their labels smeared by time—
“EAST D / PERSONAL CORR.”

“EXECUTION DOCS / 1940s”

“WARDEN MEMOS”

Some were tied with brittle twine that looked ready to snap. Others bulged, the lids warped from old water damage, corners curling like burned paper. It smelled like mildew and old anger.
Colin sat.
The metal chair shrieked as he pulled it closer to the desk, the sound sharp enough to make his molars ache. It echoed down the corridor like something being dragged—slow and reluctant.
He winced, then chuckled under his breath, but it came out dry.
Jesus, it really did feel like a prison. Even down here, even after all these years.
But that was the job, right? He leaned back and exhaled. The air tasted stale. Metallic. He could feel the cold stone breathing through his soles. His fingers hovered over the first box. For a moment, he didn’t move.
A tickle ran down the back of his neck—like cobwebs brushing bare skin, or the memory of fingers that were never really there. The fluorescents overhead hummed, that same uneven rhythm he remembered from high school science labs and broken vending machines.
He tried not to listen to the building. Because that’s what it felt like now. The building was talking. Not loud. Not language. Just… tone. Mood.
Like Willowmere wasn’t entirely asleep. Colin wasn’t superstitious. Not really. He believed in dead ends and middle managers and institutional rot. He believed in systemic cruelty. Not ghosts.
But still. There was a reason people didn’t fight for assignments like this. There was a reason Janine had offered the donut like a last meal. He opened the first box. A draft of air stirred from within. Not warm. Not cold. Just wrong.
His fingers touched the first envelope, the paper soft with age, the ink faded to a reddish bruise. And somewhere far down the corridor, a pipe groaned like it was trying to speak.

      [image: ]The first box he opened smelled like old churches—candle wax and decay. He rifled through cracked envelopes, brittle as autumn leaves. In the bottom corner, beneath a rotted ledger book, was a smaller, flat tin box, sealed with a rusted latch.
He hesitated, then pried it open. Inside were letters. Dozens of them. All addressed by hand.
Clarence H. Doyle, #4771, Cell 11-D. Executed 1949.

Royce Bellamy, #6720, Cell 13-D. Executed 1962.

Unknown, Cell 9-D. Executed—No Date Listed.

Each envelope was folded with care, as if their authors had known no one would read them but wanted them perfect just the same.
He took out the one on top and unfolded it. The paper crackled like bone in the cold. The handwriting was tight, angry.
They say you shouldn’t die angry. But I don’t see how else a man’s supposed to go in a place like this.
Colin exhaled slowly. His own anger had calcified long ago—at the school board, at his ex-wife, at himself most of all. This felt familiar. Too familiar.
He kept reading.
I want it known I never touched that girl. But it didn’t matter. They’d already built the gallows. The trial was for show. This place feeds on anger. You feel it, don’t you? It lives in the walls. And it don’t forget. It remembers your face.
Colin blinked. His eyes felt dry. He rubbed them. Above his head, the light flickered. He looked up. Buzz. Flicker. Out.
He sat in the dark, the letter still in his hands.
“Shit,” he said. 
The word echoed off the cinder-block walls of his office and for a moment, nothing moved. Nothing made a sound. It was the kind of silence that only very old buildings can produce—a silence that doesn’t just settle but sinks, like oil into fabric.
Colin stood slowly and reached for the flashlight on his desk, clicking it on with a shaking thumb. The beam cut through the dark, illuminating the far wall.
There, just above the filing cabinets, a wet patch was spreading.
It looked like a handprint.
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Chapter Two: Residue


Colin woke with a start. 
The cold had crept in again—under the door, through the cracks in the window frame, maybe even up through the floorboards. His little attic apartment above the shuttered pharmacy always felt colder in the morning, like the building exhaled overnight and left behind a mouthful of ice.
The clock on his nightstand read 9:47 a.m. His shift at Willowmere started at 9.
He sat up, blankets pooling around his waist. His head throbbed with a dull, pulsing ache behind his left eye. His mouth was dry, tongue thick and woolly. He rubbed his face, fingers dragging over stubble and skin gone slick with cold sweat. A hollow pit settled low in his gut.
Then he smelled it—burnt paper.
And something else. Iron. Metallic. Like pennies pressed between teeth.
He looked toward the coffee table. There it was.
The letter. Clarence Doyle’s letter. Sitting in the same spot he’d left it last night—except he hadn’t brought it home. He was sure of that. He’d left it on the desk in the basement archive room, right under the busted lightbulb.
Hadn’t he?
Colin stood slowly, the floorboards groaning underfoot. He padded over in his socks, stomach flipping. The letter looked the same—yellowed, folded neatly—but the handwriting had changed. Same pen, same pressure. But new lines scrawled into the margins.
He watches from the ceiling. The old man. He’s still here.
He swallowed, his throat clicking. For a
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