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Dedicated


To the ones who still listen
when the house creaks,
the air shifts,
and the past begins to stir.
You know who you are.
























Ashcroft Hollow 

The past does not sleep.
It lingers beneath the floorboards,
presses through locked doors,
and breathes through the letters we were never meant to read.
Some destinies do not begin—
they return.
—Constance Santego

Fact:

This is a work of fiction.
But the house, the dreams, the letters that feel too familiar,
the sense of déjà vu in places you've never stood—
those are very real.
Though Ashcroft Hollow is imagined,
its echoes come from the places we all carry within us:
ancestral whispers, forgotten memories,
and the question that always lingers—
Have I been here before?
I invite you to lose yourself in this story...
and perhaps, to remember something of your own.
—Constance Santego
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Prologue

[image: ]


Ashcroft Hollow, 1852

They say Seraphina walked into the east wing and never came out.
Not through the front doors.
Not through the gates.
Not even in pieces.
The house was searched, of course—every room, every stairwell, every locked drawer. Her name was called until the echoes themselves grew weary, folding into the walls, whispering back long after the voices had gone silent.

Two days later, they found her diary.
Not in her bedroom. Not in the study.
But hidden beneath the floorboards of the ballroom—
wrapped in her wedding veil.
The final page was dated a week ahead.
The last sentence was never finished.
No one speaks her name now.
Not in town. Not in the family.
The ledgers are blank where she should be, her portrait long removed from the walls.
But the Hollow remembers.
It always remembers.
And now—
after all these years—
it stirs.
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Three weeks ago, she didn’t even know she had a grandmother.

Now Vivienne Bellamy was somewhere near the northern coast of Maine, winding along Route 191 toward the fishing village of Cutler. The road had been narrowing for miles, hemmed in by spruce and fir that leaned so close they seemed to want to swallow her whole. Her GPS had gone dark nearly an hour ago, the last dot frozen somewhere outside Machias.

She hadn’t seen another car since leaving the highway. The last town—if you could call it that—had been a faded cluster of buildings in Whiting: a shuttered general store with peeling white paint, a weathered lobster shack long gone to ruin, and a man sitting on the steps of an old clapboard house who watched her drive past without a word. Something in his gaze had made her grip the wheel tighter, as though he already knew where she was going and wished she wouldn’t.

The air grew heavier the further she went, the forest thick with the scent of pine resin and damp earth. The coastline was somewhere beyond the trees, she knew, but she couldn’t hear the ocean—only the low hum of her tires on cracked pavement. Even the birds had stopped singing.

Then, the trees broke. She crested a rise, and the land ahead seemed to drop toward the unseen sea. At the edge of the hill, nearly swallowed by tangled wild roses and salt-stained vines, stood a rusted iron gate. Its bars were twisted with age, the crest in its center dulled to a greenish blur by decades of salt air.

Vivienne’s blue Honda CR-V rolled to a stop without her quite realizing it. She stared at the gate, at the shadowed gravel drive that disappeared into a stand of wind-bent spruce, and felt the odd certainty that once she passed through, something would change.

Somewhere behind the trees, far beyond the curve of the bluff, the Atlantic shifted restlessly against the rocks. The wind caught the vines on the gate, making them whisper against the rusted metal.

It almost sounded like her name.

Vivienne stared through the windshield at the wrought-iron gates, their black paint flaked like dried blood. Beyond them, the house loomed—tall, silent, and half-devoured by fog. The gravel drive was overgrown, the windows shuttered, and the air around it felt thick, like the estate had been holding its breath for decades, waiting for her to arrive. She didn’t believe in ghosts. But something in her chest tightened, just the same.

“What the hell?” 

Vivienne tightened her grip on the steering wheel, her knuckles whitening. 

“Why didn’t mom tell me about this place?”

She glanced at the passenger seat, where a large cream-colored legal envelope rested under a beam of pale light. Inside was the deed... and the key to a house she didn’t know existed.

She whispered to the empty car, “She said my grandmother had died a long time ago, before I was even born. Why would she lie about that?”

Blinking away a tear, Vivienne looked at the manor again.

Ashcroft Hollow rose from the land like it had been grown rather than built—its stone walls veined with moss, its roof spiked with iron spires that reached like fingers into the mist. A cracked gargoyle crouched above the entrance, its eyes hollowed out by time. The shutters on the second floor hung crookedly, like eyelids half-closed in suspicion. Somewhere inside, something moved—or maybe it was just the wind tugging at the broken eaves.

She had seen the house in a photo, buried deep in the legal packet. But in person, it felt older, more alive. Not ruined, exactly—just... waiting.

In the rearview mirror, her own reflection stared back at her, the faint light turning her skin almost ghost-pale. Loose strands of chestnut hair clung to her cheek where the fog’s damp fingers had found her. Her gray-green eyes—her mother’s eyes—looked sharper than she felt, shadowed from the long drive and the years that had aged her beyond her thirty-two. The wool of her coat was worn at the collar, a favorite she couldn’t bring herself to replace, and her hands, pale against the dark fabric, tightened around the steering wheel as if it were the only solid thing left.

The car’s heater hummed weakly, fighting the cold that had somehow crept in with the fog. Vivienne pulled out the key from the envelope on the passenger seat. It was heavier than it looked. Ornate. Old. And slightly warm when she touched it, as if someone had just set it down.

Her fingers trembled.

She didn’t believe in ghosts.
She didn’t believe in haunted houses.
And yet... she wasn’t sure she wanted to go inside.
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Vivienne gently ran her thumb over the brass key before sliding it back into the envelope—as if putting it away might make all of this less real. The ache was deep, quiet, and sharp around the edges—like something had been carved out and never replaced—not just for the woman she never knew, but for all the truths buried with her.

She could still hear the solicitor’s voice from that cold, gray office just days ago.

“They used to call it Ashcroft Hall,” he had said, tapping the deed with one long finger. “But that name never stuck.”

She’d asked why.

He’d only glanced toward the rain-laced window and replied,

“Because halls echo...
But hollows—they whisper.”
Lost in the echo of the solicitor’s words, in the grief she wasn’t sure belonged to her.

BANG. BANG. BANG.

Vivienne screamed, her whole body recoiling as she slammed back into the seat. Three sharp raps against the driver’s side window. Not hesitant. Not polite.

Deliberate. Violent. Close.

Her breath caught. Her fingers went numb.

For a split second, she couldn’t move—couldn’t even think.

Her head turned—toward the sound—her pulse roaring so loudly in her ears it nearly drowned out the fog outside.

Someone was standing right there.

Hidden by the fog.

Right outside the glass.

A man stood just inches away—his figure ghostlike in the mist. One hand rested on his hip, the other hanging loosely at his side. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t wave. Just stared through the glass with pale, unreadable eyes.

Vivienne’s breath hitched. Her fingers scrambled for her phone, nearly knocking it off the center console. She snatched it, her thumb slipping uselessly over the screen.

The man tilted his head—calm, almost curious—and slowly motioned for her to roll down the window.

She didn’t move.

Not yet.

Vivienne’s fingers finally found the emergency call screen, but her eyes stayed locked on the man.

He didn’t move.

Not a twitch. Not a blink.

His face, barely visible through the fog-streaked window, was all sharp angles and shadow—wet black hair clung to his forehead, and rain traced down the collar of a coat that looked a century out of place. His jaw was unshaven, his mouth unsmiling, and his eyes—those were the worst. Pale, greenish-gray, too light for comfort. Watching her like he already knew how the story ended.

He looked like someone pulled from an old photograph left too long in the attic. 

Vivienne’s thumb hovered over the call button.
911. Push the button Vivienne...push the button!
She wasn’t breathing. Her lungs burned—she remembered there was no cell service as the phone slipped from her grip.

The man didn’t move.

Then—slowly, like the moment itself had thickened—he lifted his hand and drew a single word on the glass with his finger.

Ashcroft.

Vivienne blinked, heart hammering, unsure if she’d really seen the word at all. The letters seemed to shimmer for half a second—and then were gone. So was he.

The space outside the window was empty.
No figure. No footprints.
Only fog.
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Vivienne fumbled for the phone, it had vanishing somewhere between the seat and the floor.

“No—no, no, no,” she whispered, breath quickening as she patted blindly along the car mat, her fingers shaking so hard she could barely focus. Her heartbeat pounded in her throat, drowning out everything else.

She glanced back at the window.

Still empty.

No man. No word. Just fog—thick, unmoving, pressing in like walls made of smoke.

She shoved her hand farther under the seat, scraping her knuckles against the edge of something hard, cold. Her phone. She yanked it out, screen smeared, fingers slipping against the smooth glass.

Emergency call screen still open.

No cell service.

Would anyone even believe her?

He’d been standing right there.

Hadn’t he?

Vivienne stared out at the space where he’d been. The fog hadn’t moved. There was no sound. No footsteps. No breath but her own.

The envelope sat motionless on the passenger seat, but she could feel the key inside it—like it was watching, waiting. Like it knew something she didn’t.

Her eyes drifted up the gravel drive, toward the house.

The house stood as still as before—but something had changed. The front door was open.

Just slightly. A crack.

Wide enough for her to see the blackness behind it.

Vivienne gripped the steering wheel with both hands, grounding herself. The panic hadn’t left—it was coiled in her chest, tight and hot—but something else rose beside it now.

Not courage.

Not curiosity.

Recognition.

Like the house was pulling something from her.
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“Vivienne, come on. This isn’t you. You’re not afraid of a little fog.”

She gripped the steering wheel tighter, voice barely audible over the thrum of her heart. “It wasn’t just the fog...”

Her gaze flicked to the window again. Still empty.

“He looked so real,” she whispered. “Too real.”

Silence.

Then a harder edge crept into her own voice, trying to steady the tremble.

“You’re here. You have the key. What are you waiting for?”

Vivienne exhaled, jaw clenched. She reached for the envelope, retrieved the key with fingers that barely obeyed, and opened the car door.

The cold hit her instantly—wet, heavy, unnatural. It wasn’t just chill. It was weight.

She walked slowly to the gate, gravel crunching beneath her boots like bones snapping in the quiet. The fog curled around her ankles and rose in slow tendrils, brushing her arms as if trying to climb.

The lock clicked open on the second try, the old metal groaning as she pushed the gate wide enough to drive through. It protested like it hadn't been moved in decades.

She slipped back into the car, shut the door fast, and gripped the wheel like it could protect her. A deep breath. A quick glance at the rearview mirror—empty.

Then she rolled forward.

The driveway narrowed, branches hanging lower now, scraping against the car like fingers trailing along the roof. Moss clung to the stone walls flanking the path, and the air grew colder the closer she got to the house.

The manor rose slowly into view again—no longer shrouded completely, but not clearer either. Its details sharpened only when she wasn’t looking directly at them, like a painting you couldn’t quite focus on.

The open front door was still ajar.

A light was on inside.

Faint. Flickering.

But there had been no light before, she was sure of it.

She put the car in park and sat there, unmoving.

Trying her phone again, still no service.
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Vivienne stepped out of the car, the gravel crunching beneath her boots. She shut the door gently, the sound cracking through the heavy, fog-thick silence. The mist curled around her legs, denser than before—clinging, creeping, as if the air itself didn’t want to let her go.

The house loomed larger at this distance—its stone facade streaked with water, moss trailing down from the corners of windows like green tears. The upper floors seemed darker than the rest, windows staring down like blind eyes. One shutter creaked softly, tapping out a rhythm she couldn’t quite place.

She walked slowly, the iron key cold in her hand now, though she could’ve sworn it had been warm before. The envelope was tucked beneath her arm, dampening at the edges.

Her eyes stayed locked on the door. Still open, just slightly.

Ascending the stairs, she called, “Hello?” immediately regretting it. Her voice sounded thin, out of place, swallowed by the fog and stone.

No response. Not even an echo.

She stepped onto the porch—rotted boards groaning under her weight. The wood was slick, and something skittered in the far corner. A leaf, maybe. Or not.

Vivienne hesitated.

Every instinct told her to back away. That the invitation wasn’t hers to accept.
But something deeper, older, whispered that it was.
She placed her hand on the doorknob, cool metal beneath trembling fingers, and pushed.

The door opened without a sound.

The moment she stepped across the threshold, something shifted. It wasn’t loud or obvious—just a slight drop in pressure, like the house exhaled after holding its breath far too long.

The air inside hit her all at once—not musty or stale, like she expected from a house long abandoned. But cold. Heavy. Like something sacred had been sealed for too long and had just been disturbed.

The foyer stretched out before her—majestic, but fading. Dust coated the floor, but her first step left no footprints.

She paused, staring down.

The dust hadn't moved.

She took another step.

Still—nothing.

Vivienne’s pulse thudded in her ears.

The house was waiting. But not in silence.
Somewhere deep inside, behind the walls or beneath the floors, something had begun to hum.
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Vivienne paused in the foyer, eyes sweeping the dim interior. The light was low, tinted gold through dust-smeared windows. 

A grand staircase curved up into shadows. The chandelier above hung like a skeleton, its cobwebbed crystals dulled by time. Wallpaper peeled in long strips. She took a cautious step forward.

The hardwood floor beneath her groaned—not with age, but warning.

A whisper of movement echoed behind her.

She turned.

Nothing.

Just the open door and the fog pressing against it.

She closed it, slowly, and when the latch clicked into place, the silence that followed was so complete it rang in her ears.

Vivienne took a breath, steadying herself, willing her heart to calm.

Then—

A voice. Right behind her.

“Most people knock before entering.”

She gasped, spinning—and screamed.

A man stood just inside the front hall, only a few feet from where she’d been moments before. She hadn’t heard a door, a step, nothing. He was just there, solid and unmoving, like he'd stepped out of the wall itself.

Dripping from the shoulders. Coat soaked. Boots caked in wet gravel.

The man from the window.

He was real.

Vivienne’s breath caught in her throat.

Her body wouldn’t move. Couldn’t.

He didn’t blink. Didn’t speak again.

His eyes—those same pale, washed-out green-gray eyes—locked with hers like he was trying to find something buried inside her.

Her vision began to blur at the edges.

The key slipped from her hand and hit the floor with a dull clink.

The world tilted.

And then she was falling.

Darkness.

She woke to the scent of old books and something faintly herbal—lavender? No, something sharper, older. Like dried sage and dust.

Vivienne blinked, her vision swimming before settling on a high, coffered ceiling and a slowly turning ceiling fan. Dim light filtered in through stained glass windows that cast colored patterns across the walls. She was lying on a velvet settee, her coat still on, her boots damp.

The room was quiet. Too quiet.

She sat up too fast.

Her head throbbed.

From somewhere behind her, a low voice cut through the silence.

“You’re awake.”

She turned sharply toward the sound.

Callum Grey stood at the edge of the room, arms crossed, leaning casually against the dark wood frame of the doorway. His coat was gone now, revealing a worn light blue sweater and blue jeans—still damp at the hems.

He looked completely at ease, like he belonged here. Like she didn’t.

Vivienne narrowed her eyes.

“I didn’t pass out for fun,” she snapped, rubbing the side of her head. “You scared the hell out of me.”

Callum shrugged. “Would’ve scared me too if someone appeared in a house I thought was abandoned.”

Vivienne froze. “Wait—who are you?”

He didn’t answer.
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Vivienne stood slowly, steadying herself with one hand on the arm of the couch. Her legs felt stiff, her pride worse.

Callum didn’t move from the doorway. He watched her like he had all the time in the world.

“I’m going to ask this once,” she said, her voice tight, “And I’d really appreciate a straight answer.”

Callum raised an eyebrow. 

Vivienne narrowed her eyes. “Who the hell are you, and what are you doing in my house?”

He tilted his head slightly, as if considering whether to humor her. Then he stepped into the room—slow, steady—hands tucked into the pockets of his jeans. The lamplight caught the edges of him: dark hair falling carelessly over his brow, a few days’ stubble shadowing his jaw, and eyes the color of stormwater—gray, with something deeper moving underneath. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, old enough to have lived hard years, young enough to still be dangerous. There was a rangy strength to him, the kind that didn’t come from a gym but from years of work outdoors, and a stillness in the way he carried himself that made her pulse quicken for reasons she didn’t care to name. 

“Callum Grey.”

Vivienne’s eyes narrowed. “Who?”

“My grandmother lived here too,” he said, glancing around the room like it held more memories than furniture. 

She blinked. “Wait—you’re related?”

He shook his head. “Not to you. My grandfather was your grandmother’s second husband.”

Vivienne crossed her arms. “Second husband?”

Callum met her gaze without flinching. “You didn’t know?”

She didn’t answer. The room felt colder suddenly.

He nodded toward the foyer. 

“The Hollow doesn’t usually let any riffraff in.”

Vivienne’s brow furrowed. “You talk about it like it’s alive.”

Callum gave a slight tilt of his head, his expression unreadable. “Some houses aren’t Ashcroft Hollow.”

A chill crept down her spine.

She took a slow breath, then asked, “You wrote on my car window?”

Callum didn’t answer right away. He crossed the room with unhurried steps and picked up a half-burned candle from the mantle, rolling it between his fingers like he was considering how honest to be.

“Let’s just say... I wanted to scare you off.”

Vivienne stared at him. “You almost succeeded.”

“I guess you are the reason the house creaks differently.”

She gave a short, disbelieving laugh. “Are you trying to tell me the house whispered to you that I was coming?”

“Not that you were coming,” Callum said with a half-smile. “But change was coming.”

Vivienne’s face hardened. “That’s either the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard... or the creepiest.”

Callum shrugged. “Well, you’re the one who came all this way to claim a haunted house. Maybe weird runs in the family.”

Vivienne stepped back like he’d slapped her. “You don’t know anything about me or my family.”

“More than you know,” he said simply. “And the house knows even more than that.”
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Vivienne didn’t know how to answer him. She didn’t know anything about this family.

Instead, she turned on her heel and walked straight back down the hallway—past the faded portraits, the cracked sconce flickering against the paneled walls, the smell of dust and something older pressing against her skin.

She didn’t run. But she didn’t look back, either.

The moment the front door creaked shut behind her, she broke into a sprint across the gravel, her boots skidding as she reached the car. She yanked open the door, threw herself inside, and slammed the locks down.

Click. Click. Click.

Her breath came fast. Shaky. Her hands trembled as she reached for her phone again, the screen slick beneath her fingers. She tapped the solicitor’s number.

No Service.

“No, no, no.” Vivienne cursed under her breath. “This is insane. I should’ve stayed in Boston. I should’ve brought someone—anyone.”

She tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and pressed her palms to her eyes.

“Okay,” she muttered, trying to regulate her breathing. “Let’s just think for a second. Creepy house, weird guy who shows up out of nowhere, cryptic remarks about it being alive... no phone signal. What else? Blood raining from the sky? Singing mirrors?”

A beat.

She exhaled through her nose. “Okay, Vivienne. You didn’t drive all this way to hide in a car like a scared little—”

She paused, her voice softening.

“She lied to me. Mom lied to me my whole life. So what else is a lie?”

Outside, the fog pressed against the windshield like a living thing.

She sat still for a long moment, letting the silence thicken.

Then, jaw set, Vivienne unclicked the lock and opened the door.

The air outside felt colder this time. She squared her shoulders, walked slowly back toward the looming front doors, and stepped inside once more.

She scanned the dim foyer until her eyes landed on the envelope—splayed across the worn floorboards near the spot where she must have collapsed. The brass key had skittered a few inches away, catching a thin shaft of gray light filtering through the stained-glass window above the door.

It gleamed faintly. Waiting.

She stepped forward, crouched slowly, and retrieved both—the envelope creased, the key oddly warm again in her fingers.

Her grip tightened.

This time, she wouldn’t tremble.

Straightening, she tucked the papers under her arm, squared her shoulders, and turned toward the shadowed hallway. She wasn’t just the girl who’d fainted at the door anymore.

She was the heir.

And it was time he understood that.

She found him still standing in the library.

The scent of old paper and fireplace ash washing over her like a wave of memory she knew wasn’t hers. Shelves stretched floor to ceiling, lined with leather-bound volumes that hadn’t been touched in years—or touched too often. A single lamp cast a honey-gold pool of light across the worn rug, and in the middle of it stood Callum Grey, like he belonged in the house.

He didn’t look at her when she re-entered.

Vivienne didn’t wait to be acknowledged.

She marched forward, dropped the envelope on the low table in front of him, and crossed her arms. “Let’s get something straight. The deed makes no mention of you.”

Callum raised his gaze slowly, meeting hers with maddening calm. “Doesn’t have to.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”

He leaned slightly forward, “I’m not contesting ownership. The Hollow is yours. But that doesn’t mean I don’t belong here.”

Vivienne scoffed. “On what planet do you belong in a house you weren’t even mentioned in?”

“The cabin behind the orchard,” he said, nodding toward the back of the house. “It was left to me. In the will. Your grandmother saw to that.”

She froze. “The will? I wasn’t told anything about—”

“You weren’t told a lot of things.”

The words hit like a slap.

Callum folded his arms across his chest. “I’m not here to take anything from you. But I’m not leaving, either. The Hollow’s not just stone and ivy—it’s history. And not all of it’s in writing.”

Vivienne clenched her jaw. “You are so arrogant.”

He shrugged, eyes steady. “And you, a city slicker. You won’t last a week.”

Vivienne stared at him, unsettled.

“Hmm,” he added, almost as an afterthought, “Not sure even a day.”

Her stomach turned. “You say that like it’s a threat.”

“Challenge,” Callum said, tilting his head. 

Vivienne stared at him, fury rising—her hand tightened around the envelope again. “I don’t like you.”

He offered her a dry smile. “Good.”

“Get out of my House!” she yelled.

He turned and walked out without another word, the library door groaning closed behind him.

But even with distance between them, Callum’s final words lingered.

Like the whisper of something that wasn’t finished speaking.
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Chapter 9
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After what felt like a lifetime, Vivienne stepped back into the hallway.

The air was colder here.

She moved slowly, each step swallowed by the threadbare runner beneath her boots. The corridor stretched on before her, longer than she remembered—longer than it should’ve been. Shadows shifted unnaturally, curling against the wallpaper like breath held too long.

Portraits lined the walls, as before, but something was different. Their eyes.

They followed her.

It wasn’t her imagination. She was sure one turned its head ever so slightly as she passed.

She picked up her pace.

Another corner. Another stretch of corridor that made no architectural sense. Where there should’ve been a door to the dining room, there was now only more hallway.

She stopped. “This is impossible,” she whispered, voice barely audible over the creaking silence.

Had she come from the left? Or the right?

Everything looked the same. But wrong.

The lights above flickered—first one, then all. A low buzzing filled the air like a swarm of unseen insects, and for a second, she could swear the wallpaper shimmered.

Panic clawed at her throat.

“This isn’t real. This house is just old. Drafty. Weird,” she told herself.

She turned left.

The hallway swallowed her again, longer this time, darker. Her footsteps echoed like she was walking in a tunnel.

Then—finally—the foyer came into view, distorted through the wavy glass panels of the front doors. She almost sagged in relief.

Vivienne rushed forward and
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