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Suggested palette for cover art, chapter dividers, and promotional material. The interior text of this manuscript is formatted in black for standard KDP print compatibility; the palette below is intended as design guidance for the cover, ebook theming, or a colour-interior edition.

■  Whisper Red  (#6E1414)  —  the locked door, old blood, velvet corridors of memory — danger dressed as intimacy.

■  House Charcoal  (#2B2B2B)  —  the mansion itself: stone, shadow, and the weight of what it has swallowed.

■  Candle Gold  (#8A6D3B)  —  fragments of stolen memory — warm, seductive, and never quite trustworthy.

■  Dust Grey  (#5B5B5B)  —  dissociation and forgetting; the six missing months; the space where certainty used to live.

Mood: a cover dominated by charcoal and shadow, with a single sliver of Whisper Red escaping beneath a closed door, and one small human silhouette rendered in Dust Grey — alone, and not quite alone.
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Prologue: 1987
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The house did not choose Agnes Merrow. Not exactly. It simply noticed her, the way a spider notices the change in tension along a single strand of web, and understood, with the patient certainty of something that had been noticing people for a very long time, that she would do.

She arrived on a Tuesday with two suitcases and a grief she thought she'd hidden well. By Friday she had stopped locking the basement door. By the following month, she had stopped writing letters to the sister who kept asking when she was coming home, because some new and gentler voice in the walls had convinced her, gradually, kindly, that home was a word for a place that no longer existed for her, and had perhaps never existed at all.

She was not the first. She would not be the last.

In the deep stone room beneath the house, a shelf was already waiting for the sound of her voice, patient as a librarian, in no particular hurry, because the house had long since learned the one lesson that mattered above all others: grief does not run. It walks, slowly, toward whatever claims to understand it best, and it always, eventually, walks through an open door.

Whisper House had many open doors. It only ever needed the people who owned it to believe they'd chosen to walk through one themselves.

❦

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Accident I Don't Remember
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Dr. Maya Kapoor woke every morning the same way: reaching for six months that were no longer there.

The accident had taken the memories cleanly, like a surgeon's incision. One moment she was driving home from a conference on trauma and dissociation, rain hammering the windshield, and the next she was in a hospital bed with a fractured wrist and a hole in her mind shaped exactly like half a year of her life. The doctors called it retrograde amnesia, a clean and clinical word for something that felt, to Maya, like grief without a body to bury.

She was a forensic psychologist. She had spent her career explaining away the impossible — helping juries understand why a mind could convince itself of things that never happened, why memory was reconstruction and not replay, why the human brain would rather invent a comforting lie than sit with an unbearable truth. She trusted evidence. She trusted process. She did not trust the six-month silence sitting behind her eyes like a locked room.

Three weeks after she was discharged, a letter arrived from a law firm she had never heard of, informing her that a man named Elias Whitcombe had died and left her his entire estate. She had no memory of the name. No photograph, no email, no scrawled note in her belongings. When she called the firm to explain there had been some mistake, the lawyer on the line simply said, "There's no mistake, Dr. Kapoor. Mr. Whitcombe was very specific. He said you would understand when you saw the house."

"What house?"

There was a pause on the line, the kind of pause that suggested the lawyer had said this sentence before to other confused inheritors and had learned to brace himself for the reaction.

"Whisper House," he said. "On Ashwood Lane."

Maya wrote the name down on a legal pad out of habit, the way she wrote down everything a patient said, even the things that sounded like nonsense. Later, staring at her own handwriting, she would swear the pen had trembled on its own, that some part of her hand had recognized the words before her mind did.

She told herself it meant nothing. A stranger's eccentric will. A clerical error waiting to be untangled. She had built a career on refusing to let coincidence dress itself up as fate, and she was not about to start now.

But that night, for the first time since the accident, she dreamed in colour — a corridor lined with red velvet, and a woman's voice whispering a name she didn't recognize, over and over, like a countdown.

She woke at 3:17 a.m. with the name still in her mouth: Ruth Calloway.

She had no idea who that was. Not yet.
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Chapter Two: The Inheritance
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The law office smelled of old paper and older secrets. Maya sat across from a lawyer named Preston Ade, a thin man with the careful stillness of someone paid to keep other people's business quiet.

"Mr. Whitcombe had no living relatives," Ade explained, sliding a folder across the desk. "He purchased Whisper House eleven years ago. Before that, it changed hands four times in three decades. Every owner sold within a year. Except him."

"And he left it to me," Maya said. "A woman he apparently never met."

"He met you," Ade said carefully. "According to his instructions, you visited the house eight months ago. Before your accident."

Maya's coffee cup stopped halfway to her mouth. "That's not possible. I don't do house calls. I evaluate murderers for the state, Mr. Ade, not real estate."

"I only relay what's in the file." He tapped a folder she wasn't permitted to open yet. "There are photographs of you on the property. Dated. Timestamped."

Her best friend and colleague, Dr. Priya Nanda, said what any sane person would say when Maya told her that evening over wine that didn't touch the sides of her nerves. "Sell it. Sight unseen. Whatever this is, it's not worth it."

"I want to see it," Maya said, surprising herself with how much she meant it.

"Because you're a scientist," Priya said, "or because some part of you already knows something about this place and it's scaring you into pretending you don't?"

Maya didn't have an answer
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