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			Chapter 1

			The House Inhales

			Whitcomb Manor crouched against the dawn sky like a wounded animal, its Victorian bones jutting through peeling paint and sagging shutters. Ethan Hale stepped from his rental car into air that carried the salt tang of the nearby Maine coast, mixed with something else.

			The smell hit him before he reached the front door. Ozone, sharp and electric. Wet dust that spoke of decades without proper care. Old paper rotting in corners where sunlight never reached.

			Death had its own signature too.

			Sheriff Coleman waited on the wraparound porch, his bulk filling a wicker chair that groaned under his weight. “Hell of a thing, Ethan.” He hauled himself upright with the effort of a man who had given up on easy movement years ago. “Good thing you’re in the business, though. Figured you’d want to see the scene yourself.”

			“Where did it happen?” Ethan kept his voice flat, professional. He had learned long ago that emotion clouded observation, and observation was all that mattered when someone died under questionable circumstances.

			“Library. Through the front hall and to your left.” Coleman’s keys jangled as he unlocked the heavy oak door. “Fair warning, it’s a mess. Coroner took the body yesterday, but we left everything else in place like you requested.”

			The foyer stretched before them, all mahogany paneling and faded oriental rugs. A crystal chandelier hung dark overhead, its teardrops catching what little light filtered through grimy windows. The house felt like a held breath, waiting.

			Ethan followed Coleman’s heavy footsteps across creaking floorboards. His aunt Margaret had been eccentric, everyone said so. But eccentric didn’t explain the oppressive weight that seemed to press down from the coffered ceiling, or the way shadows gathered in corners despite the morning light.

			The sheriff sighed, shaking his head. “Your aunt was a character, Ethan. Only person in twenty years brave enough to buy this place and actually live in it.”

			“She liked the history,” Ethan said, his voice flat as they approached the library.

			“A dark history,” the sheriff countered. “You know the local stories about the original owner, right? Eleanor Whitcomb. The one who supposedly took a tumble down those very stairs thirty years back.”

			The library door stood open. Ethan paused on the threshold, letting his eyes adjust while his mind catalogued details with the methodical precision that had made his reputation in crime scene investigation.

			Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined three walls, their leather spines dulled by time and neglect. A ladder-back chair sat overturned near the massive stone fireplace. And there, beneath a metal stepladder, chalk outlined where the contractor had fallen.

			The contractor’s tool belt contents were still scattered across Persian rugs that had probably cost more than most people’s cars. Yellow crime scene tape sectioned off the area around the ladder.

			“Electrical accident,” Coleman said, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief despite the morning chill. “Poor bastard was fixing that junction box up there when he slipped. Grabbed the live wire on his way down. Coroner confirmed electrocution.”

			Ethan moved closer to the chalk outline without responding. The junction box hung open above them, its guts exposed like a mechanical autopsy. The scene told a story of sudden death, but the details didn’t quite fit the narrative.

			Something felt wrong.

			Ethan knelt beside the ladder, his eyes tracing the metal rungs. There, on the third step up. A pattern of tiny pits in the aluminum, dark and deliberate. Arc-pitting. The unmistakable signature of electricity jumping across a gap under high voltage.

			“See this?” He pointed to the damaged rung without touching it.

			Coleman leaned over his shoulder, squinting. “See what?”

			“The arc marks. They’re on this rung, not near the junction box.” Ethan stood, following the ladder’s placement with his eyes. “If he grabbed the live wire while falling, the arcing should be up there, near the electrical work.”

			“Maybe the current traveled down the ladder.” Coleman’s voice carried the hopeful tone of a man who wanted simple answers to complicated questions.

			Ethan shook his head. “Metal doesn’t work that way. Not with these patterns.” He moved to examine the floor beneath the ladder, noting the perfect circle of moisture that darkened the wood where the contractor had fallen. Too round to be natural spillage. Too deliberate to be an accident.

			The ozone smell was stronger here, mixed with the copper tang of blood and something else. Fear, maybe. Or the electric aftermath of violence.

			“This is going to take time,” Ethan said, already reaching for his camera. “I need to document everything before we can clear the scene.”

			“Aw, hell.” Coleman shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Look, I got three other cases waiting on my desk and the town council breathing down my neck about closing this quick. Can’t you just sign off on accidental death and let the insurance boys fight it out?”

			“No.” The word came out sharper than Ethan intended. He had learned that lesson in blood and guilt three years ago, when trusting someone else’s quick assessment had cost a family their answers and him his peace of mind. “I can’t sign off on anything until I understand what happened here.”

			Coleman’s face darkened. “Your aunt left you this place, not a license to complicate my life. The contractor was a good man with a wife and kids. You think they want this dragged out?”

			Ethan adjusted his camera’s settings, the familiar ritual calming his pulse. “They’ll want the truth. Whatever that turns out to be.”

			The sheriff’s radio crackled to life, dispatching him to a fender-bender on Route 1. He muttered something about city people and their complications before stomping out of the library, leaving Ethan alone with the crime scene and the questions that multiplied with every photograph he took.

			The house settled around him as he worked, floorboards creaking overhead as if someone walked through empty rooms. Probably just the old wood adjusting to the day’s warming, but the sound raised goosebumps along his arms.

			Arc-pitting on the wrong rung. Moisture in a perfect circle. A man who had worked with electricity for twenty years suddenly making a fatal mistake.

			The facts didn’t add up to an accident. They whispered something else entirely, something that would require more than Sheriff Coleman’s desire for simple answers.

			Ethan photographed the scene from every angle, documenting the contradiction between official explanation and physical evidence. Whatever had killed the contractor, it hadn’t been a simple slip and fall.

			The house watched him work, its shadows shifting with the climbing sun. Somewhere in its bones lay the truth, waiting for someone willing to dig past convenient assumptions.

			Someone who refused to sign off on lies.

			The crunch of tires on gravel announced the first visitor before Ethan had finished photographing the junction box. He looked through the library’s tall windows to see a sleek black sedan coming around the circular drive, its chrome gleaming despite the overcast morning.

			The woman who emerged wore a tailored navy suit that probably cost more than most people made in a month. Her silver hair was pulled into a perfect chignon, and her smile was already in place before she reached the front steps.

			Marla Vestry. Ethan recognized her from the business card tucked into his aunt’s mail pile, along with a dozen others from realtors who had been circling the property like buzzards for months.

			“Mr. Hale!” Her voice carried across the foyer as she let herself in without waiting for an invitation. “I’m so terribly sorry for your loss. Margaret was such a unique woman.”

			Ethan met her in the front hall, his camera still hanging around his neck. “Ms. Vestry. I wasn’t expecting visitors.”

			“Please, call me Marla.” She clasped his hand in both of hers, her grip firm and calculating. “I know this must be an overwhelming time, what with the contractor’s tragic accident and now all the decisions you’ll need to make about the property.”

			Her gaze swept the foyer’s cracked plaster and water-stained wallpaper with professional assessment. Already tallying repair costs against market value, no doubt.

			“I’m not ready to discuss selling.” Ethan extracted his hand from her grasp. “There’s still the matter of what happened here.”

			“Of course, of course.” Marla’s expression shifted to practiced sympathy. “Such a tragedy. But you know, properties with this kind of... history... they can be difficult to move. The longer they sit empty, the more problems develop.”

			She gestured toward a dark stain on the ceiling where rain had leaked through missing slate tiles. “Maintenance costs alone will eat through any inheritance. And if the town decides to condemn the place after this electrical accident...” She let the threat hang unfinished.

			A second car door slammed outside, followed by quick footsteps on the gravel drive. Sophie Hale burst through the front door like a small tornado, her auburn hair escaping from a hasty ponytail and her eyes bright with exhaustion.

			“What is she doing here?” Sophie’s voice carried the sharp edge of someone operating on too little sleep and too much coffee.

			“Sophie.” Ethan hadn’t seen his cousin in three years, not since their grandfather’s funeral. She looked older, worn down by responsibilities that showed in the lines around her eyes and the way she held her shoulders.

			“Don’t ‘Sophie’ me, Ethan.” She whirled to face Marla, her hands clenched into fists. “A man is dead and you’re already here with your measuring tape and market analysis?”

			“Ms. Hale, I’m simply trying to help your cousin understand his options.” Marla began.

			“No, you’re circling like a vulture.” Sophie’s voice rose with barely controlled anger. “You’ve been calling here for weeks, pressuring everyone to get this renovation finished fast so you could swoop in with your buyers.”

			Marla’s mask of sympathy slipped for just a moment, revealing something harder underneath. “I was simply trying to facilitate a timely completion of necessary improvements. Time is money in renovation projects.”

			“Time is money,” Sophie repeated, her voice dripping with contempt. “And now look what happened. Someone’s dead because of all this rushing around.”

			Ethan watched the exchange with growing interest. Marla’s knowledge of the renovation timeline was remarkably detailed for someone who supposedly had no formal relationship with the project.

			“Perhaps we should all take a step back.” Marla suggested smoothly.

			“Take a step back?” Sophie turned on Ethan, her eyes flashing. “While we’re taking steps back, maybe you should know what really happened yesterday morning.”

			“Sophie...” Ethan started.

			“No, you need to hear this.” Her voice shook with a mixture of grief and guilt. “I had a fight with the contractor. A big one. Right here in this foyer.”

			Ethan felt something cold settle in his stomach. “What kind of fight?”

			“I caught him going through Aunt Margaret’s things. Personal stuff. Photo albums, jewelry boxes, letters.” Sophie’s hands twisted together. “He said it was all salvage, that anything left behind was fair game for his crew to take or sell.”

			“That’s standard practice in renovation.” Marla interjected.

			“It’s theft!” Sophie’s voice cracked. “Those were family heirlooms. Aunt Margaret’s wedding china, her mother’s jewelry, photographs going back generations. And he was just... sorting through it all like it was junk.”

			Ethan studied his cousin’s face, noting the genuine distress there. “What did you say to him?”

			“I told him to keep his hands off our family’s belongings. That if I caught him taking so much as a teaspoon, I’d call the sheriff and have him arrested for theft.” Sophie wiped at her eyes angrily. “He got all defensive, said he was just doing his job, but I could see the guilt written all over his face.”

			“Family dynamics can be so complicated during estate transitions.” Marla said, her tone suggesting this was all perfectly normal drama. “Perhaps there was just a misunderstanding about what constituted salvageable materials.”

			Sophie stared at her. “A misunderstanding? He had my great-grandmother’s jewelry box open on the kitchen table. Was he misunderstanding his way into stealing that too?”

			“When exactly did this happen?” Ethan asked.

			“Yesterday morning, around ten. He was supposed to be working on the electrics in the library, but I found him upstairs in Aunt Margaret’s bedroom instead.” Sophie’s voice dropped. “I was so angry. I told him if he came back, I’d be watching every move he made.”

			The three of them stood in uncomfortable silence for a moment. Through the library doorway, Ethan could see the yellow crime scene tape and the chalk outline where the contractor had died less than twenty-four hours after Sophie’s confrontation.

			“These situations are always tragic,” Marla said finally, checking her watch with practiced efficiency. “But we can’t let emotion cloud practical decisions. The property still needs attention, and the longer it sits...”

			“Get out.” Sophie’s voice was quiet but deadly serious.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I said get out. Both of you can leave. This house doesn’t need any more vultures picking over it.”

			Marla’s composure cracked slightly. “Ms. Hale, I understand you’re grieving, but your cousin has inherited a significant financial responsibility...”

			“That’s his problem to figure out.” Sophie moved toward the door, clearly expecting them to follow. “Not yours.”

			Marla gathered her purse with sharp, efficient movements. “Mr. Hale, when you’re ready to discuss realistic options for this property, please don’t hesitate to call.”

			She handed him an embossed business card before clicking across the foyer in her expensive heels. At the door, she paused. “Properties with this kind of... complications... they require special handling. I hope you’ll remember that.”

			After her sedan disappeared down the drive, Sophie slumped against the doorframe. “I keep thinking maybe if I hadn’t been so hard on him...”

			“Sophie, you had every right to protect family property.” Ethan studied the business card in his hand. “But I need to ask you something. Are you sure he was actually stealing, and not just going through things as part of the renovation?”

			“I know what I saw.” But her voice held less certainty than her words. “He had things laid out like he was sorting them. Valuable things mixed in with old newspapers and broken furniture.”

			Ethan looked back toward the library, where crime scene tape marked the spot where a man had died. A man who had been accused of theft shortly before his death.

			The house settled around them with its familiar creaks and sighs. Somewhere in its shadows lay the truth about what had really happened to the contractor, and whether his death was connected to Sophie’s accusations.

			But first, Ethan needed to understand exactly what Marla Vestry’s real interest in this property was, and why she seemed to know so much about a renovation project she claimed no formal connection to.

			Dusk crept through the manor’s tall windows like smoke, turning the library’s shadows deeper and more watchful. Ethan had spent the afternoon cataloguing every detail of the crime scene, but the physical evidence only raised more questions about what had really happened to the contractor.

			A soft knock echoed from the front door. Not the sharp rap of officialdom or the confident knock of someone with business to conduct. This was hesitant, almost apologetic.

			Ethan found a pale, unassuming man standing on the front steps, his hands clasped nervously in front of him. He was perhaps thirty, with fine features and dark hair that looked like he’d been running his fingers through it. His clothes were simple but clean: dark jeans and a gray sweater that had seen better days.

			“I’m sorry to bother you,” the stranger said, his voice soft and careful. “I know this is probably a terrible time, but I...” He paused, seeming to search for words that wouldn’t sound completely insane. “I felt drawn here. There’s a feeling of distress, of something unfinished.”

			Ethan’s professional skepticism kicked in immediately. “And you are?”

			“Julian Cross.” The man’s pale eyes met his directly, without the shifty quality Ethan associated with con artists or sensation seekers. “I know how this sounds, but sometimes I sense things. When someone dies suddenly, violently, they leave... echoes.”

			“Let me guess. You’re psychic.” Ethan’s tone could have frosted glass.

			Julian flinched as if he’d been struck. “I don’t use that word. It comes with too much baggage. I just... feel things sometimes. And this place is practically screaming.”

			Ethan studied the man’s face, noting the exhaustion etched around his eyes and the way his hands trembled slightly. Whatever Julian Cross was selling, he seemed to believe it himself. And there was something in his quiet sincerity that made it difficult to simply slam the door in his face.

			“Look, Mr. Cross...”

			“Julian. Please.”

			“Julian. I’m conducting a death investigation here. This isn’t a tourist attraction or a... spiritual consultation.”

			“I know.” Julian’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I heard about what happened on the local news. I’m not here for money or attention. I just... sometimes I can help. Sometimes the dead want to be heard.”

			Against his better judgment, Ethan found himself stepping aside. “You can sit quietly while I finish my work. Don’t touch anything, don’t interfere, and if you start spouting séance nonsense, you’re out.”

			Julian nodded gratefully and followed him into the library. He settled into a ladder-back chair near the fireplace, as far from the crime scene as possible, and folded his hands in his lap like a patient child.

			Ethan returned to his methodical documentation, hyperaware of his unexpected audience. He set up a digital recorder on the main staircase, positioning it to capture any ambient sounds that might provide additional context for his analysis. The device’s red light blinked steadily in the gathering darkness.

			“What exactly are you hoping to record?” Julian asked quietly.

			“Old houses make noise. Settling sounds, temperature changes, structural movement. Sometimes those sounds can help establish timelines or environmental factors.”

			Julian nodded thoughtfully. “That makes sense. Though sometimes houses make other kinds of sounds too.”

			Ethan chose not to respond to that observation. The last light of day filtered through a stained-glass window on the landing, casting jeweled patterns across the worn Persian rugs. The manor felt different with darkness approaching, more alive somehow, as if shadows held secrets that daylight couldn’t quite dispel.

			Julian suddenly wrapped his arms around himself, his breath becoming visible in the summer air. “There’s a sudden cold spot,” he whispered, his eyes fixed on the first landing above them. “Right there, by the stair rail.”

			Ethan glanced at his thermometer. The ambient temperature hadn’t changed. “It’s July in Maine. The humidity...”

			“She’s standing there.” Julian’s voice was soft but certain. “An older woman in a dress with small flowers. She smells like lavender and... old paper. She’s upset about something.”

			The recorder on the stairs suddenly crackled to life, picking up a sound that made Ethan freeze. Three sharp knocks, distinct and rhythmic, echoing through the digital static.

			Julian flinched at the exact moment the knocks sounded, his pale eyes widening. “She’s trying to tell us something. About the landing.”

			Ethan followed Julian’s gaze upward, his trained eye automatically scanning for details. There, on the first landing, a single strip of antique wallpaper hung slightly askew, as if it had been recently disturbed and hastily reaffixed.

			The knocking sound faded, leaving only the normal creaks and sighs of an old house settling into night. Ethan rewound the recording and played it back. The three knocks were clearly audible, too deliberate to be random house noise.

			“How did you know?” Ethan asked, his skepticism warring with the evidence of his own equipment.

			“I told you. She’s upset.” Julian stood slowly, his movements careful and drained. “Something was hidden, and someone found it. But not everything. There’s more.”

			Ethan pulled the contractor’s phone from his evidence bag and scrolled to the unfinished voice memo he’d discovered earlier. The dead man’s voice emerged from the speaker, distorted but audible: “...think there’s something behind the wainscoting on the north wall. When I tap it, the sound is different. Almost like the north wall sings.”

			The recording cut off there, leaving them in heavy silence.

			Julian looked at Ethan with eyes that held no triumph, only sadness. “She’s been waiting a long time for someone to listen.”

			Outside, an owl called mournfully through the pine trees, and the manor seemed to exhale around them, its secrets
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A haunted manor. A hidden murder. A love that listens.





