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            Some truths don't come in words. They come in dreams, blood, and broken memory. 
She thought survival was the end of the story. Then the whispers began.
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Family is everything to me.

To my loving husband and children, thank you for putting up with me. And to my mom, dad, and grandson Cayden, who is no longer here, but will always remain in my heart.

I love you all!
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The dilapidated mustiness of the cardboard boxes has become all too familiar. I tried to stay put, letting her make friends, but it’s not my fault this time.

Physical wounds will heal, but the scars of mental abuse linger on.

Panic engulfs me, its grip a noose around my throat.

My heart pounds, a wild drumbeat in my chest, and my breaths come in shallow, rapid gasps.

The walls press closer, suffocating me. My vision blurs while shadows haunt the edges of my sight. I’m drowning, my fears pulling me under. What if we can’t find another place? What if we end up on the streets? 

I shut my eyes, letting silence settle around me as I listen to the quiet rhythm of my own breathing. Each inhale brings a trace of stale air mixed with the fading scent of an air freshener, lingering in the fabric of the old couch. I sink into the cushions, searching for something steady as chaos churns inside. Gradually, my breaths slow, each one purposeful—a gentle tide that pulls me from the edge. I remind myself: I can handle this. I must.

For now, the storm within recedes, leaving me in a fragile calm.

Besides the couch, all that remains is a table, and curtains that sway in a cool shade of purple. The walls are rough like sandpaper, coated with peeling antique paint, the beige carpet is threadbare from wear.

My landlord never thought he needed to remodel.

Since my boss downsized the company two months ago, I have been grappling with the consequences of losing my job and the financial strain it has caused.

Amid the darkness, I’ll find my light.

I lean forward, looking at the ragged table before me. On it sits my landlord’s last nail in my coffin.

*Amelia Weston, you have ten days before the authorities and a moving team arrive to remove you from the property.*

He sent it by a certified letter, so there’s no room to wiggle in an extra day.

We leave today, but I have no clue where we are going.

The sun’s rays warm my skin as I enter the garage, opposing the icy dread settling in my chest. I lift the boxes, their weight shifting beneath my hands as I drag them toward the back of my car—the sounds echoing through the garage, each thud a reminder of our impending departure. My shirt slips off my shoulder, revealing the dragonfly-shaped birthmark on my skin. A constant reminder of my deformity. It glistens in shades of amber and aqua. I tug at my sleeve, checking my surroundings to ensure no one has noticed.

How did it come to this? The weight of the past few months is pressing down on me. I tried so hard to give her stability, but it was never enough.

The guilt gnaws at me, a relentless companion. What kind of mother uproots her child time and time again?

As each day has passed, my savings dwindle like sand in an hourglass. To make it this far, I had to sell most of our furniture for food and gas. Every piece sold feels like a part of our past slipping away.
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The shrill ring of the landline slices through the silence like a blade. I flinch. It’s a good thing I haven’t disconnected it yet—I've thought about it more than once, but something always stops me. Maybe this is why.

I pick up the receiver, pressing it to my ear.

“Hey girl. You still looking for a job?”

The voice is familiar, but off—flat, drained of emotion. My former coworker always had a strange way of speaking, but today it’s especially eerie. Like she’s reading from a script she doesn’t understand.

“Yes,” I say slowly, “why do you ask?”

“Mr. Stone needs a full-time housekeeper. In Virginia.”

I grab a pen and a scrap of paper from the counter, scribbling fast. “Okay, what’s his number?”

She recites it in that same monotone, like she’s listing ingredients for a recipe she’s never cooked.

“You do that. Good luck.”

Click. She hangs up without waiting for a response.

I stare at the receiver for a moment before placing it back in its cradle. My heart thuds. I have no other option. The bills are piling up, my savings are gone, and every job I’ve applied to has ghosted me. This is it.

I dial the number, the tone humming in my ear like a warning.

Then he answers.

“Hello.”

His voice is gentle, relaxed—but there’s something else. Something I can’t name. It’s smooth, almost hypnotic, like velvet over glass. Alluring in a way that makes my skin prickle. I feel myself leaning into the sound, even as my stomach knots.

“Hi, um, is this Mr. Stone?”

“Yes. And who might you be?”

“My name is Amelia Weston. A friend told me you’re hiring a housekeeper?”

“I am. Could you please send your resume?”

“Sure, I’ll send it right over.”

“I look forward to reviewing it.”

I hang up, my fingers trembling. His voice lingers in my mind, unsettling and magnetic. I don’t know why it makes me nervous—only that it does.

I pull my resume from my purse, the paper smooth and familiar beneath my fingertips. Then I rush next door to Donna’s house, hoping she's home. She is, and she hands me her cell phone without question.

I type in Mr. Stone’s number and send the text with my resume attached.

It doesn’t take long before a reply comes through—detailed instructions for the job, and the location of the key to the rental house.

I stare at the message. Whatever this is, I’m in it now. There’s no turning back. But first I’ll need a map for my imminent journey. I turn to Donna. “Hey, remember when you visited Virginia a few weeks ago? Could I borrow your map?”

“Yes, of course. I was about to throw it away,” she says.

“Thanks.”

We walk into her house together. The familiar scent of her home comforts me. Donna hands me the map, and its crisp pages unfold in my hands.

As I clutch the map, a combination of hope and fear swirls within me. I remind myself to stay focused on the path ahead.

Kiera will be unhappy with my decision, but what else could I do? This job has set our destination, giving us a fresh start.

Back inside, the clock chimes three times. It echoes through the hallway. She’ll be home soon.

I hope she understands why we have to do this.

I continue carrying the boxes to the car. One box catches my attention. It sits in the center of the living room with the word ‘MINE’ written on the side. It’s the box where Kiera had wrapped her old snow globes before storing them. I lift the box, placing it in the back seat, as a lump forms in my throat.

These little pieces of her childhood are all we have left.

Kiera arrives home in half an hour with her friend Shelby McAdams by her side. As they part ways, Kiera hugs Shelby, closing her eyes. The guilt surrounds me as I stand here watching the expression on my baby girl’s face. She is heartbroken that after seven years, we must move again. I wish I could take away her pain.

Before leaving, Kiera asks if Shelby can message her later, to which Shelby responds with a smile and a nod. As Kiera exits the car, Shelby waves goodbye before driving off. Kiera stands there watching the car disappear into the distance.

“Let’s go inside—I need a drink.”

She sulks, dragging her feet. “Have you finished?” she asks, her voice flat as she wipes her hand over her eyes.

“I’m making progress.”

Upon entering the room, she trails behind me. “Good for you.” Her icy tone slices through the air like razor blades. She marches to the couch, and slides her bag off her shoulder, tossing it on the seat. She sighs, leaning against the door.

“Did you tell everyone about us moving?” I ask, keeping the conversation going.

She flips open her yearbook, runs her hand over the page, and gives a nod. “Yeah, I told them.”

“I have news.”

“What?”

“I got a job, but it means we are moving to Virginia.”

“Virginia! But that’s so far away from Shelby.”

“I’m sorry. We have nowhere else to go.”

“I’d prefer to live in a homeless shelter if it meant we could stay around here.”

“You can’t mean that. Don’t you want a better life for us?”

“Sure. Whatever.”

“How was your day overall?” I ask, hoping to lighten the mood.

“I caught Sean as he was leaving the gym,” she says, her smile spreading to her eyes. “His hand lingered on mine after he signed.”

“Shouldn’t he have showered first?” I tease.

“Sweat won’t kill me, mother. You want me to go bathe in bleach?” She slams the book shut, pulling it into her arms.

“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t know how much you liked him,” I say as I walk toward the kitchen. I’m failing her.

“It makes no difference now. You’re taking everything from me.” She lowers the book to her side and follows behind me. Her words cut deep.

“You will soon make new friends,” I say.

“I don’t want new friends,” she snaps.

Her voice is full of pain I can’t soothe.

The old wooden floors creak beneath our feet. I take two plastic cups from the counter, motioning toward the fridge for her to grab the soda bottle. She snatches it and slams it down on the counter.

“Damnit Kiera, I just cleaned in here!”

“Sorry,” she says apologetically.

“The place must be spotless, or Bert will demand me to return the deposit. We need that money.” I put my cup in the sink, and the soda spurts before fizzling out. After pouring my glass, I reach for hers, filling it. With a satisfying twist, I secure the cap back on the bottle.

“I’m sorry. You’ve been working so hard.”

“It’ll be worth it. I can rest later.” I lean against the counter, eyeing a little mound of dust tucked away in the corner. Before I tie the last garbage bag, I grab the broom and dustpan to sweep it.

“Here is a picture of him, Sean Gray, the varsity quarterback, clad in his jacket,” she says, tracing his face with her fingertips.

I walk over to her with the small trash bag in hand. “Looks like an ordinary boy,” I say, approaching the door, eager to get this move on the road.

She follows me. “He’s not ordinary.”

“I know why he didn’t pay attention to you.”

I toss the bag in the can and head back inside.

“He is perfect.”

“All teenage boys have only one thing on their minds.”

“He’s not like that.” She rolls her eyes. With a thump, she closes the book, cradling it in her arms. “You don’t get it.”

“I’m sorry for being so insensitive.”

“It’s fine. None of it matters anyway.” She shoves the book into her pack.

“Clear your room. We’ll be leaving as soon as I’m done here. I’ll wait for you outside.”

“I’ll hurry!” Kiera’s shout echoes through the staircase.

This is our home, no longer. The thought weighs on me as I watch her disappear up the stairs.
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She hoists the bag onto her shoulder, her backpack shifting behind her. A moment later, she tosses the bag into the backseat. I jump, and she shrugs before hopping into the passenger seat.

After closing the hatch, I move around the car, absorbing the familiar scent of the leather as I finally ease myself into the driver’s seat. “Are you good to go?” I ask.

“Not like I have a choice.” Her voice is flat, devoid of emotion.

“As long as we’re together, where we go shouldn’t matter.” I hope my words offer some comfort, but I know they fall short.

“Yeah, moving is so fun.” She glances at her phone. Seconds pass and her phone buzzes. She looks down to read the message, her face hypnotized by the screen.

I wish I could make this easier for her.

“You’ll see. This will be great.”

“Sure, that’s what you say,” she replies while bending over the back of her seat.

I tug at her shirt. “Strap yourself in. I checked and rechecked, not once or twice, but three times.” I need to keep her safe in every way I can.

“Let’s go then.” She buckles her seatbelt, still staring at the screen of her phone.

Thunder booms in the distance as dark clouds stampede toward us, carried by the wind.

Hopefully, I can outrun this storm.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

~2~


[image: ]


The highway stretches before us, a ribbon of asphalt winding through the landscape. Kiera offers to use Google Maps, but I insist on the old-fashioned paper map. I can see the worry etched on her face as I drive on.

“You need to pull over before you kill us!” she exclaims, slamming her foot on the floorboard.

She’s right. I take the next exit ramp toward a gas station on the right. The air is thick with gasoline and exhaust fumes.

She clutches the map, rotating it in her hands. “You looked at it wrong.”

“I figured.”

“See, this is exactly why we have Google.”

“You’re right, but you know how annoying the voice can be. I’d rather suffer with the paper map,” I say.

“It’s your sanity.” She chuckles, a small smile breaking through her frustration.

“You hungry?”

“Yeah, I’m starving.”

“McDonald’s?” I ask, turning onto the exit ramp.

“I’ll never turn it down.” She grins, running her fingers through her hair.

My stomach roars in anticipation as we pull into the lot. We grab the tray and sit in a booth at the back wall. The familiar scent of frying food fills the air, a small comfort we haven’t enjoyed in months.
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As a disheveled man pushes open the restaurant’s rusty metal door, it screeches in protest. With his fiery ginger hair, he looks wild and unkempt. His tattered clothes hang off his lanky frame. The shuffling of his footsteps reverberates through the space, bouncing off the walls. As he approaches, a pungent stench of alcohol and dog poop mingles with the mustiness of his clothes. He leans over, grabbing the chair across from me, revealing his crooked, yellow teeth. His breath is hot and sour. “Hey, lady! Your tire is flat.” His voice drips with malice.

“It wasn’t flat when we arrived.” I lean forward and look out the window. The tire is like a limp balloon.

How did this happen?

He pounds his hand down on the table; the impact sending shockwaves through us. Kiera nudges me with her foot, and I turn to her, a look of terror written on her face. His hands continue trembling on the table, causing it to rattle violently. My heart races and my mind spins, threatening to engulf me.

“I’m sorry for startling you. Can I help?” He leans closer, as if his presence alone could fix everything.

“No, I can manage it myself!” My voice is sharper than intended, but I need to protect Kiera.

Moving forward feels like wading through wet cement—slow, suffocating. Kiera empties the tray as I stand beside her. My anger simmers like a volcano, ready to erupt. My heart drums in my ears, each breath scattering my thoughts like ash in a storm. I need to stay calm for her.

A sudden tap jolts me—like a spark to dry kindling—yanking me out of my spiral. I turn around, beads of sweat forming on my forehead. The stranger stands before me again; a rush of air fills my lungs, intensifying the tension.

Why won’t he leave us alone?

“I’m sorry if I frightened you. I was told to do this,” he says, his face long with sorrow, his voice quivering.

Who told him to do this?

“Just leave us alone!” I slam my palm into his chest. I can’t let him scare Kiera. Not again.

He groans as his back hits the counter.

“Here!” The cash register beeps as I hand the cashier a crumpled twenty-dollar bill. Grease, coffee, and something burned cling to the air—thick enough to chew.

“Take his order.” I point to the man beside me. Maybe this will make him go away. I just need him to leave us alone.

“Will do,” the cashier replies with a smile, before shifting her attention to him. “My name is Victoria. What can I get for you today, sir?”

“Thank you.” His eyes meet her smile before turning to look at me. “How did you know I was hungry?” He scans me from head to toe.

A chill runs down my spine.

“Lucky guess.”

“I know you fed him to make him go away. That’s okay with me, Mom,” Kiera chuckles nervously.

I push open the door and hear shouting from behind me.

“Call 911,” the cashier shouts. I look down—the man has collapsed on the floor.

Oh no, what if people think I did something to him?

“Oh god, Mom, should we help him?” Kiera’s voice trembles, fear flickering in her eyes.

“They can handle it. What could we do?” I sound calm, but my mind is racing. I feel terrible for being so cold, but we must leave.

“I don’t know,” she says as we pace to the car.

I can’t let her see how worried I am. Not now.

It’s been a while since I’ve seen her this upset, not since we found her imaginary friend wasn’t imaginary. A spiritual guide once told me that Kiera is a medium and can communicate with the dead. We don’t talk about it much. She has learned to push them away. I wish I could protect her from all of this.

The sharp scent of sun-roasted rubber and asphalt fills my nostrils, and I take a deep, calming breath. The sun beats down on us, casting long shadows on the ground. Kiera is the last person I need to see me lose it.

“Why would he slit our tire?” She watches the sun’s reflection bounce off the windows.

“He was starving, Kiera.” I squat on my knees, the rough asphalt beneath me scratching at my legs as I place the jack, raising it enough to unbolt the tire. The metal bolts are hot but not unpleasant to the touch as I work. “People do crazy things when they’re hungry.”

“It isn’t fair.”

The sirens grow louder as the ambulance’s engine slows down. The paramedics grab their medical bags and rush inside.

“We should leave.”

The jack creaks as I lift the car higher off the ground. “Getting food here was a mistake.” I secure the flat, lower the car, and attach the jack back into position. “I still wish we had enough money to fly and deliver our stuff. It would have been less eventful.” The leather seat squeaks as I fasten my seatbelt.

“It’s fine. I enjoy riding with you.”

The click of her seatbelt echoes through the car. “You haven’t been driving.” I slap the dash, hoping to bring the air conditioner back to life. It picked the wrong time to die.

We leave the parking lot behind us. The tires hum, pulling onto the highway, and the engine purrs louder as I get up to speed. It’s a relief to be away from him.

“I promise. I will get my license.” She leans her seat back, resting her head.

“Sure, hope so.” The steering wheel transfers the engine’s vibrations to my hands.

As the silence engulfs the car, his haunting words, ‘I was told to do this,’ echo in my mind. Is my landlord the one who sent someone after me, or could it be Garry? My palms slip on the steering wheel as I navigate the exit ramp. Get a hold of yourself, Amelia. Everything will be fine. My heart races like a sprinter fueled by two pots of coffee.

The tires screech in protest as I pull to the side of the road.

“Mom, are you having an attack?” She adjusts her seat.

With a nod, I bury my face in my trembling hands, my elbows resting on the steering wheel. The thoughts in my head swirl around and around.

“Breathe, Mom. According to my phone, we’re only four hours away,” she says.

“Okay, I’m okay,” I say as I take slow, deep, deliberate breaths as I weather the storm inside me.

Back on the highway, now more determined than ever to get there tonight. Kiera lays her seat back once more. The vibrant colors of the sun paint the sky as I drive, illuminating the clouds with hues of pink, yellow, orange, red, and deep blue, creating a breathtaking sight before it disappears below the horizon.

Kiera sighs and stretches her arms. She smiles, then fiddles with her phone, her hair sticking to the side of her face.

“How long was I out?”

“Over three hours.”

She rolls down her window, and a sweet, intoxicating scent flows into the car. She inhales. “What is that sweet smell?”

“Wildflowers beside the road,” I say, taking a deep breath of the fresh country air—a welcome change.

“You can even smell a hint of rain.” She closes her eyes and inhales again.

“We will be there in twenty minutes.” I signal my turn—exit thirty-five.

Mr. Stone kindly rented me a house nestled across from a historic cemetery. As I approach, the flickering streetlight at the bottom of the drive casts an eerie glow, enveloping the area in an otherworldly ambiance. I bring the car to a halt, silencing the engine. I step out and close my door. Kiera dutifully grabs a handful of bags, and together, we go inside. The air is heavy with the scent of old wood and damp earth, as we descend into the basement to store the boxes before ascending again to carry our duffel bags upstairs. I sigh, tossing my duffel bag on the floor before sitting on the plush sofa.

“I’m glad the house has all this furniture.”

Kiera nods in agreement, taking a moment to look around the room. The walls, a muted gray, and the recessed lighting in the ceiling emit a warm glow overhead. I close my eyes, the exhaustion of the past few days catching up with me.

“Mr. Stone must have an amazing decorator!” she shouts, footsteps bounding down the hallway. “Come here!”

I leap up and run down the hall.

“Look at this!” She points to the bed.

“This is impressive.”

A spark of happiness washes over her face. It had been a while since I’d seen this.

She grabs me by the shoulders and hugs me. “I love it.” 

“So, a new bed is all it took for you to forgive me for the move?”

“It’s a start.” She smiles, releasing me before hopping into bed.

After I gather my bag, I go to my room. I sink into the mattress. Fresh linen envelops me, lulling me to sleep.

But soon, my mind drifts to that horrible night ... The pile of pots in the sink filled me with dread at the mere thought of his arrival. A gentle bump on my back jolted me from my thoughts. I turned and looked. “What are you doing?” I asked, my voice filled with a mix of confusion and concern. Kiera stood behind me, her fingers busy with one of her dad’s video game cartridges. “Can I play?” She tugged at my shirt. Her eyes were wide with excitement.

“Your dad will be home soon,” I said. “You know how to work it?”

“Uh-huh.” She nods. A smile spreads even to her eyes.

“Go ahead.” At six, she already had a passion for games. She and Garry used to play together often, so she should be able to use the console with the same care.

“Yay! I will, Mommy.” Her feet made a rhythmic thumping sound as she bounded toward the living room.

Only the pot and utensils remain. I scoured the kettle with soap, rinsed it under cold water, and placed it in the drainer to dry. A loud commotion disrupted the silence. I spun around and saw her.

In one hand, she was holding the broken cartridge. In the other, she held her dad’s tiny hammer. Tears streamed down her face. “Mommy, I can’t fix it.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“I tried hitting it, like Daddy,” she explained while holding them. I took them from her hand and placed them on the kitchen counter.

“What were you planning on doing with the hammer?” I held her close, her breath hot against my chest.

“My hand...Not big,” she said between sniffles.

My attention snapped to the door as it opened with a loud bang. I stood and pushed her behind me.

“I’m home. Is the food ready?” He entered the doorway, and I stepped toward him.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

I stood firm before Kiera, my feet rooted to the ground. “I’ll replace it,” I said.

His eyes narrowed, and he clenched his jaw hard.

Kiera approached the counter and grabbed the game before walking over to us. Garry’s body shook with anger, his gaze piercing down at her.

“It broke,” Kiera sobbed, tears streaming down her face.

His voice was vindictive as he spoke to Kiera, and his eyes darted toward me. “Kiera, it’s not your fault.” He snatched the object from her palm and swung it at me, delivering a stinging blow. My face contorted, followed by the metallic smell and warmth trickling down my shirt, leaving no doubt about what had happened. I shuffled back into the den, the sound of my slippers scraping against the hardwood floor. Kiera’s fingers dug into his arm as she held on tight. “Papa, please stop!”

He stopped and pushed her away with force. His attention was back on me as his face turned in my direction. “Baby girl, run and hide!” I shouted.

All that mattered was to protect her from the brunt of his rage. With a burst of energy, I leaped up and raced outside. A stranger stood on the sidewalk, surrounded by a wispy aura, holding a ball in their palm. They stared at my house with a vacant look. Moments later, the aura dissipated as they stood perfectly still.

“Somebody, anybody, please help!” My cries for help went unnoticed as they walked away into the darkness.

Garry grabbed my hair with a jerk and delivered a blow against the opposite cheek. My body slammed onto the ground, and my chest collapsed as the air rushed from my lungs. His foot collided with my ribs, causing a jolt of pain to shoot through my body. Sweat dripped down his face as his foot kicked at me a few more times, determined to end me. As the minutes ticked by, the wail of approaching sirens grew louder, stretching each moment into an eternity. Please let them get here before he kills me. He stooped down, his bony knees pressed into my side. “I’ll finish this later,” he said before he kissed me and disappeared into the night.
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Tears blur the darkened room around me as my body startles awake, overwhelmed by a mix of emotions.

Every night, I relive this nightmare with the same fear and helplessness that consumed me back then.

Motionless, I lie here as the sun casts its first rays through my window.

Yet, I need to get going. I slip on clothes and head for the door.

Though new to us, this town has always been here, tucked away in a valley surrounded by dense forests and towering mountains. The main street cuts through the town, littered with shops on either side, a town hall, two traffic lights, and a grocery store.

“This place is tiny.” She peers through the window.

“It may be small, but it has a ton of character.”

Two gas stations are parallel on the street past the High School.

I park my car in the grocery store lot, open the door, and a gentle morning breeze caresses my face. “We need food for a few days until I get my schedule.” The scent of freshly baked bread floats through the air from the nearby bakery.

We pay for our groceries and make our way back home.

After, she slumps in the recliner beside the couch while adjusting the television. I doze on the couch, the dim light filtering through the curtains, casting a soft glow. My breathing fills my ears as I lay still, my body heavy and lethargic.

A knock breaks through the silence.
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I approach the door and peer around the curtain. Outside stands a strange man dressed in a well-tailored suit. I wedge my foot behind the door and pull it open, bracing myself.

He reaches and hands me a small blue envelope. As soon as I grab it, he turns and strolls away without uttering a word.

“Thank you,” I say, shutting the door. I open the envelope, and the paper crinkles in my hands. Inside, five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills, a menu, and a note.

Dear Ms. Weston,

You can use the funds I provided to purchase a dress and accessories for tonight’s dinner. I eagerly await our meeting and hope you feel the same way. Please join me at 7:00 p.m. tonight. Rest assured, your transition will be smooth.

Respectfully,

Alexander Stone

As I place them back inside the envelope, a wave of queasiness washes over me, my thoughts a blur and my hands tremble with nervous energy.

“What’s the matter?” She looks at me with a curious expression.

“Here. You can read it.”

“Ooh, some of my favorites!”

“Why is he being so nice?”

“He’ll let you clean more than the house!” A cheesy smile twitches at the corner of her mouth.

Heat floods my cheeks, sharp and sudden. “Why would you even say that?”

“Relax, woman.” Her laughter fills the air, a soothing, light sound.

I slide the note into the depths of my purse, where it joins an array of forgotten items.

“Come with me? I want you to meet him.”

“Fine, I’ll go.”

“We can’t wear blue jeans!”

I know this is torture for her. She hates dresses as much as I do, but if I must suffer, so should she.

“I refuse to wear a dress.” Her eyebrows furrow, her lips curling into a frown.

A deep sigh escapes my lips. “Look for directions on your phone.”

Through the silence, her tapping on the screen of her phone sounds like soft rain on a tin roof.

“The closest place is called the Pinnacle.”

I glance over at her phone. “It’s only about an hour’s drive.”

“Yeah.” She grabs her phone back, the smooth surface slipping against her palm. “I’ll set the navigator. You would break it.” A mischievous sparkle flickers in her eyes.

I nod. Surely not because I dropped my phone in a client’s toilet. It doesn’t mean I would drop hers.

The sun is still high in the sky—the air is thick with humidity. It sticks to my skin like glue. Today of all days the air-conditioner is dead.

Seven o’clock sharp. I etch it into my mind like a warning.

“He didn’t mention you in the note because he doesn’t know about you.” The words leave a bitter taste in my mouth soon after they leave me. I can’t believe I hadn’t told him.

“What do you mean?”

“He doesn’t know about you. I didn’t mention you in my job application. I only included my work experience and references to impress him.”

“You shouldn’t have to impress anybody.”

“I’ve never thought I was enough for such a wonderful job. I don’t deserve it.”

“Bull shit! You do!”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“Why didn’t you mention me after he said you had the job?” The car falls silent, except for the faint sound of traffic outside.

“I didn’t want to hurt you. Only needed to get away from our past,” I say, my voice low—the memories of that tumultuous time flash through my mind.

“I know you love me. You can repay me.” She looks at me, her eyes full of understanding.

Her words are comforting, even though she would coerce me into doing something for her, given the chance.

“Thank you.”

We have only two hours to shop. I drive around the parking lot, scanning the different stores for any dress shop. My heartbeat quickens as time ticks away. “There’s the store we need!” I park and jump out, pushing open the door as the smell of new dresses overwhelms me.

After searching through the racks, I see a breathtaking deep blue dress with three-quarter sleeves. The floor-length gown has scoop beading shimmering under the bright lights. I grab it off the rack, admiring how the fabric flows and sparkles. The perfect pair of peep-toe high heels will complete my look.

“Why don’t you get this one with the spaghetti straps?” She holds a stunning red dress with beaded accents along the bottom.

“Because it has no sleeves. I don’t want to show it.” I tug my shirt on my shoulder.

“Oh, Mom, you shouldn’t be ashamed. It’s not bad.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m ashamed.” With my fingers, I trace the fabric of the dress. “I prefer it not to be the first thing he notices.”

“You have a point. But at least it’s pretty.” Kiera puts the red dress back on the rack. The vibrant color is gorgeous, but I’ve already made my choice.

We sift through the racks of dresses and the rustle of hangers; the swish of fabrics fills the air. Each dress is a blur of colors and fabrics, but we find the perfect one for her.

As we drive home, my t-shirt and shorts cling to my damp skin as the scorching sun blazes down upon me, intensifying every passing moment. The sun is determined to make me wilt like a fragile flower in its harsh glare.

I’m okay with the heat, but that doesn’t mean I don’t sweat my ass off.

With each passing moment, my heart quickens in anticipation. As I rush within, I can feel the excitement building inside me.

Whatever the night may bring, I’m ready for it.
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As I drive the long driveway, the impressive estate emerges, resembling a majestic castle. The dark marble stairs leading to the entrance are striking, with intricate white veins running through the stone, creating a mesmerizing pattern. Each polished step reflects the sunlight.

Distracted by the breathtaking view, the car rolls forward and jerks to an abrupt halt, sending shockwaves through my body. I realize too late that we’ve driven straight into a grand water fountain that sits before us, with cascading streams glistening in the sunlight.

“It jumped in front of the car. I swear!” I exclaim, gripping the steering wheel. Who puts a fountain in the middle of a driveway? 

“Are you kidding me, Mom!” she shouts.

“I was staring at the house.”

“Clearly.” She rolls her eyes and tilts her head to look out the window.

The manor is a masterpiece of architecture, with towering spires reaching toward the sky. The walls are a mix of dark stone and lighter accents, giving it a timeless, medieval look. Large, arched windows, framed with ornate carvings. I sit in awe, my eyes drawn to the massive double doors of deep mahogany adorned with intricate engravings that dance in the filtered sunlight. Instead of a metal railing, three-foot stone walls flank the stairs. Pillars with leopard statues set atop the stone walls beside the doors, their eyes gleaming like guardians of this magnificent estate.

“Are you sure this is it?” she asks.

I glance at the map of the town, and the surrounding outskirts, my finger tracing along the intricate lines and landmarks.

“This is it.”

“It looks like a hotel.”

“Here, see for yourself,” I say, handing her the map.

She glances at it and then back at me. “Bet,” she says as she smiles. 

“Do you see a side entrance?” I cannot break my gaze from the doors, captivated by their presence.

“No.”

“Stairs it is.” I look at myself in the mirror. I run my hands over the smooth fabric of my dress, hoping it disguises the trembling in my hands. The subtle fragrance of my favorite perfume lingers in the air, diverting my attention from the swarm of buzzing bees within me.

“Let’s go!” she says eagerly.

I step around the car, the sound of birds chirping filling the air. My legs tremble beneath me, causing me to stumble and reach for support by clutching onto the car’s roof. As I open her door, reaching for her hand, her fingers slip into mine, and we climb, side by side.

“Thank you for coming with me.”

“Not a problem. I had to be here to see you embarrass yourself.”

“Thanks. I think.”

As we climb each step, a wave of confidence washes over me, resonating with the rhythmic scrape of my footsteps on the stairs.

My ankle twists, and a sharp agonizing pain shatters the tranquility and shoots through my leg. I grab Kiera by the arm; a startled gasp breaks free from her. Tears well in my eyes as my once-unbreakable confidence plummets like a rock hurtling down a mountain. “Damn! Please don’t let me fall. I don’t want to look like a fool.”

“You, okay?” Kiera’s voice cuts through the stifling heat. Her grip on my arm provides me with a sense of stability.

“I’m fine.”

Sure, I’m fine.

Each step sends a jolt through my ankle, sharp and rhythmic like a warning. Beads of sweat trickle down my face, mingling with the sticky humidity in the air. Why does it have to be so damn hot today? Focus, Amelia, you need to focus. Don’t panic—breathe. The air swirls around me in small waves, bringing the sweet perfume of the stunning flower beds adorning the yard beside the stairs.

I toss my heels into the grass. With the sun’s intensity, the stones become a searing surface, causing me to tread on hot coals. Despite the discomfort, I continue climbing, aiming to reach the top. My dress whispers against the stone, a sound too loud in the silence. I clench my teeth, disregarding the pain, and push forward. Only a few more steps higher.

My feet cool like I’m treading on snow, adjusting to the heat faster than I thought possible.

The door looms before us, beckoning me forward. The five-foot sidewalk to the door now lies ahead. With a deep breath, I reach for the button, and the door swings open, catching me off guard. I am greeted by a tall, athletic man with a welcoming smile and parted blond hair.

“Hello, Ms. Weston? You look stunning.” He bends in a bow; his voice flows effortlessly. “I am Alexander,” he says.

“Thank you. This is my daughter, Kiera. Sorry for not mentioning her earlier. I hope it’s not too much trouble, sir.” I’m a fool for not telling him.

“Don’t worry. We have ample room and food to accommodate her nicely,” he says, motioning me forward with his right hand. “Nice to meet you, Kiera.” He flashes a warm smile.

“Uh, thanks?” Kiera looks at me and grins.

Mr. Stone shifts his position, motioning to Kiera, “Please, come in.”

As we step into the grand foyer, a wave of relief engulfs me. Instantly, the sharp pain in my ankle dissipates, vanishing as my feet touch the coolness of the marble floor beneath them.

But the relief is short-lived.

The air is thick—musty, perfumed, and cloyingly sweet. A dizzying cocktail of scents swirls around me, and my head begins to spin. The floral notes cling to the back of my throat, the cologne sharp and invasive. My vision blurs at the edges, and the ornate chandelier above seems to sway, though the air is still.

I reach for the wall, steadying myself.

Mr. Stone turns sharply, his smile faltering for the briefest moment. His eyes widen, just enough to betray concern before he smooths his expression into something more composed.

“Ms. Weston?” he says, stepping closer. His voice is calm, but his hand twitches at his side, as if resisting the urge to grab mine. “Are you feeling alright?”

“I—yes. Just a little lightheaded,” I manage, blinking rapidly to clear the haze.

He nods too quickly, the motion stiff. “It’s the heat. And the excitement, no doubt.” His laugh is soft, forced. “Please, take a moment. The house can be... overwhelming at first.”

Kiera glances at me, her brow furrowed. “Mom?”

“I’m fine,” I say, though the floor still feels like it’s tilting beneath me.

Mr. Stone gestures toward the sitting room just beyond the foyer. “Perhaps a glass of water before dinner?”

His voice is smooth, but there’s a tightness in his jaw now. He’s watching me too closely. Not with concern, but calculation.

And just like that, the house no longer feels like a sanctuary. It feels like it’s watching me back. Alexander leads us through a narrow corridor, the walls lined with oil paintings of solemn-faced ancestors whose eyes seem to follow our every move. The air grows heavier with each step, thick with age and something else I can’t name.

We enter the sitting room, and it’s unlike the rest of the house—warmer, more intimate, but no less strange. Velvet drapes hang from floor to ceiling, casting deep shadows across the room. A fire crackles in the hearth, though the heat outside makes it feel unnecessary. The scent of burning wood mingles with the lingering cologne, and my stomach turns.

I sway slightly, the dizziness returning in a slow, creeping wave.

Alexander notices. His smile falters again, just for a heartbeat. He moves toward me quickly, too quickly, then stops himself mid-step.

“Please,” he says, gesturing to a tufted armchair near the fire. “Sit. You must be exhausted.”

I nod, lowering myself into the chair. The cushion swallows me whole, and for a moment, I feel like I’m sinking.

Kiera perches on the edge of a nearby chaise, her eyes scanning the room. “This place is wild,” she mutters. “Like a vampire’s parlor.”

Alexander chuckles, but it’s strained. “It’s old, yes. But it has character.”

He crosses to a sideboard and pours water from a crystal decanter into a glass. His hands tremble slightly, and I catch the way he glances at me—quick, calculating.

“Here,” he says, handing me the glass. “Drink slowly.”

I take it, the coolness of the water grounding me. “Thank you.”

He watches me too closely as I sip, like he’s waiting for something. Like he’s afraid of something.

“I’m fine,” I say again, more to convince myself than him.

“Of course,” he replies, but his voice is tight. “The house can be... intense for newcomers.”

Kiera raises an eyebrow. “Intense how?”

Alexander turns to her, his smile returning with practiced ease. “It has a presence. Some say it remembers.”

I blink. “Remembers?”

He waves a hand, dismissing the thought. “Old family lore. Nothing to worry about.”

But the way he said it—too fast, too rehearsed—makes my skin crawl.

The fire pops, sending a spark into the air. I flinch.

Alexander’s eyes flick to the flame, then back to me. “Dinner will be served shortly. You’ll find the evening... enlightening.”

He leaves the room with a graceful pivot, his footsteps silent on the thick carpet.

Kiera leans toward me. “Did he say ‘enlightening’? What does that even mean?”

I don’t answer. My fingers tighten around the glass, and I realize I’m still trembling.

Whatever this house remembers, I’m not sure I want to know. 

The tremble in my fingers finally fading. Just as I begin to gather myself, Mr. Stone reappears, his smile restored.

“Are you feeling better?” he asks, taking the glass and placing it on the small table. We stand and follow him. The lavish carpet underfoot sinks with each step, contrasting the cool marble tiles surrounding it. Kiera stands by my side, and I notice the grace with which Mr. Stone moves as he floats forward, his footsteps imperceptible on the gray carpet.

Kiera elbows my arm, drawing my attention to her. She leans close to my ear. “Mom, this house looks identical to the one in that zombie video game.”

I shake my head. “No, it’s perfect,” I whisper. 

“It’s still the same creepy old man horror house,” she says, raising her voice.

“Look around. He has renovated certain parts of it. It’s probably been in his family for generations.”

With a swivel on his heel, Mr. Stone faces us. “This creepy old house has been in my family for many generations indeed,” he says, turning back around as fast.

Kiera and I glance at each other.

Each step brings back the silence. Darkness stalks along the walls, casting phantom shapes. We follow past the foyer down a long hallway on the left. Kiera’s attention wanders, and she looks away from me. I follow her gaze, curious to see what could capture hers. A young man exits a room further down the hall on the left. As he walks, I hear the jingle of his keys in his pocket. His caramel-colored hair falls in soft waves over his forehead, and he brushes it back with his fingers, revealing chestnut-brown eyes.

Something about the way he moves—too smooth, too practiced—makes my skin prickle. Kiera’s flush doesn’t help. I step slightly in front of her without meaning to.

The boy signals to Mr. Stone, who nods in understanding. He leaves our company and moves to talk to the boy, who whispers something I can’t hear.

“Ian, let me introduce you. This is Amelia, our new employee,” Mr. Stone says, pointing at me. Then he gestures toward her. “This is her daughter, Kiera.” His voice carries through the hall, bouncing off the marble floors and lofty ceilings. “This
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