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Prologue
I stood in the foyer of Blackwood Manor and counted the cracks in the floorboards. The wood was grey. A layer of dust covered every surface. The air was cold. There was no heat in the house. There had not been any heat for seven years.

My brother Leo stood behind me. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. I heard the sound of his shoes on the grit. He was nervous. He needed the money from this inheritance to pay his debts. If he did not get the money, people would come for him. I knew this because he told me during the drive from the city.

I touched the wall. The wallpaper was loose. It hung in long strips. I did not like this house. I did not like the town of Oakhaven. I had worked hard to leave this place. I was a successful architect. I lived in a clean apartment with glass walls. I did not belong in a ruin.

Mr. Aris, the lawyer, stood by a tall window. He held a leather briefcase. He looked at his watch. He did not speak. He was following the Oakhaven Silence. In this town, people did not talk about problems. They ignored them until they went away or until someone died.

I heard a car on the gravel outside. The sound stopped. A door closed. I did not turn around. I kept my eyes on the grand staircase. The banister was broken in the middle. It looked like a gap in a row of teeth.

The front door opened. A man walked inside.

Julian Thorne looked different. He was thirty-two now, but he looked older. He was thinner than he had been seven years ago. His face was narrow. He had a scar near his left eye. He wore a dark coat that looked cheap. He did not look like the man who had once been the golden boy of the local investment firms.

He stopped three feet away from me. He did not offer his hand. He kept both hands in his pockets. I saw his right shoulder move. It was a steady, rhythmic shake. It did not stop.

"Elena," he said.

His voice was lower than I remembered. It was rough. It did not have the confidence it used to have.

"Julian," I said.

I did not say anything else. I did not ask about the three years he spent in prison. I did not ask about his hands. I did not tell him that I had thought about him every day since I left.

Leo stepped forward. He looked at Julian with fear. Leo was the reason Julian went to prison, though I did not know that then. Leo only looked at the floor.

"We are all here," Mr. Aris said.

He walked to a heavy wooden table in the center of the room. He opened his briefcase. He took out a thick stack of papers. He placed a pair of glasses on his nose.

"Silas Vane was a complicated man," Mr. Aris said. "He knew both of you well. He knew your history. He knew why you left Oakhaven and why Julian stayed in a cell."

I looked at Julian. He was looking at the lawyer. He did not blink. His jaw was set.

"The will is very specific," Mr. Aris continued. "The estate is valued at forty million dollars. This includes the house and the land. Silas divided it equally between Elena Vance and Julian Thorne."

Leo made a small sound in his throat. It was a sound of relief.

"However," Mr. Aris said. "There are conditions. You do not get the money today. You do not get the title to the house today."

I walked closer to the table. I saw the signature of Silas Vane at the bottom of the page. The ink was black and bold.

"What are the conditions?" I asked.

Mr. Aris looked at me over his glasses.

"You must live here in Blackwood Manor for thirty consecutive days," he said. "Both of you. Together. You cannot leave for more than four hours at a time. If one of you leaves, the entire inheritance is void. The money will go to a local charity."

I looked at the peeling wallpaper. I looked at the holes in the ceiling. The house was a wreck. It was a place of bad memories. My father had died in the study down the hall. I had found him there.

"That is impossible," I said. "I have a firm in the city. I have projects."

"Then you lose the money," Mr. Aris said. "And Julian loses his chance to clear his name. Silas left a second envelope. It contains evidence regarding the original scandal. He instructed me to give it to the authorities only after the thirty days are complete."

Julian moved. He took his hands out of his pockets. His right hand was scarred across the knuckles. It shook visibly. He gripped the edge of the table to make it stop.

"I stay," Julian said.

He looked at me. His eyes were tired. They did not have the light I remembered from when we were twenty-three.

"I spent three years in a room smaller than this foyer," Julian said. "I can spend thirty days here. I need that envelope."

I looked at Leo. He was staring at me. He was pleading with his eyes. He needed me to say yes. If I said no, Leo would have nothing.

I looked back at Julian. The air between us was cold. There were seven years of silence between us. There was the weight of the crime he took the blame for. There was the memory of the last night we spent together before everything broke.

"There is more," Mr. Aris said. "During these thirty days, you must work together. Silas left a set of blueprints. You must co-author a complete restoration plan for this manor. It must be professional. It must be viable. If the plan is not finished by the end of the month, you get nothing."

I am an architect. Julian was a venture capitalist. We knew how to build things. We knew how to fund them. But we did not know how to speak to each other anymore.

"Where are we supposed to sleep?" I asked. "The house is falling apart."

"The east wing has two functional bedrooms," Mr. Aris said. "The kitchen has water. I have arranged for a grocery delivery. The rest is up to you."

Mr. Aris picked up his briefcase. He walked toward the door.

"I will return in thirty days," he said. "Do not leave the grounds. The security system is active. It tracks the movement of the residents."

He closed the door behind him. The sound of the lock clicking was loud in the empty house.

I was alone with my brother and the man I had abandoned.

Julian did not look at the papers. He walked past me. He headed toward the east wing. He did not say anything. He did not ask me how I was. He did not tell me he hated me. He just walked away.

I looked at the staircase. I thought about the thirty days ahead. I thought about the secrets buried in the walls of this house.

I went to the window and watched the grey sky. It started to rain. The water hit the glass with a sharp sound.

I was back in Oakhaven. I was back in the madness. And this time, there was no way to run away.

1. The Ghost in the Hallway
I stopped the rental car at the end of the gravel driveway and stared at the house that was supposed to save my brother. Blackwood Manor did not look like an inheritance. It looked like a liability. The Gothic Revival structure stood three stories tall, its dark siding peeling away in long, gray strips. Boards covered several windows on the upper floors. The lawn had long since turned into a waist-high field of dead grass and weeds that scratched against the car door when I opened it.

I stepped out and felt the damp air of Oakhaven settle on my skin. It was late afternoon, and the light was starting to fail. I pulled the sleeves of my oversized charcoal sweater down over my hands. I needed to do this. Leo’s medical bills sat on my desk back in the city, a stack of paper that grew every month. My father’s name was still a curse in this town, but Silas Vane’s will offered a way to erase all of it. I just had to survive thirty days.

I walked up the stone steps to the front door. The wood was heavy and black. I didn't have to knock. The door moved inward as I touched it, revealing a foyer that smelled of old paper and damp wood. A man stood near a large mahogany table in the center of the room. He wore a suit that looked older than I was, and he held a leather briefcase.

"Ms. Vance?" the man asked. He didn't smile. He looked at a gold watch on his wrist and then back at me.

"I’m Elena," I said. I stayed near the door. My boots left wet prints on the floorboards. "You're Mr. Penhaligon?"

"Arthur," he corrected. He set the briefcase on the table and clicked the latches open. "I am the executor of Silas Vane’s estate. You are five minutes early. That is good. We are waiting for the other party."

I felt a tightness in my stomach. I knew who the other party was. I had spent seven years trying to forget his name, but the legal documents I had signed last week had it printed in bold black ink. Julian Thorne. The man who had gone to prison because of the scandal that started in my father’s office. The man I had left behind without a single word of explanation.

Footsteps sounded from the top of the stairs. They were slow and uneven. I looked up and saw a man leaning his weight on the banister. He was thinner than I remembered. His hair was shorter, cut close to his scalp, and his face was all hard angles and exhaustion. He wore a plain black t-shirt and jeans that looked loose on his frame. He didn't look like a golden boy anymore. He looked like someone who had spent three years in a cage.

Julian reached the bottom of the stairs and stopped. He didn't look at Arthur. He looked at me. His eyes were steady, but he didn't say anything. He kept his hands in his pockets. I noticed the way his right shoulder shifted, a small, involuntary movement that he seemed to be trying to hide.

"Now that you are both here," Arthur said, ignoring the silence between us. He pulled a thick stack of papers from his briefcase. "We can begin the formal reading of the residency requirements. Silas was very specific about the terms of this bequest. If either of you fails to meet these conditions, the manor and the liquid assets will be donated to the Oakhaven Historical Society. Neither of you will receive a cent."

Julian walked over to the table. He stood on the opposite side from me. He took his hands out of his pockets to reach for a chair. I saw the scars then. They were thin, pale lines that ran across the back of his knuckles and disappeared under his sleeves. His hand shook as he pulled the chair out. He gripped the wood until his knuckles turned white, forcing the tremor to stop.

"Thirty days," Julian said. His voice was lower than it used to be. It sounded like he hadn't used it in a long time. "We stay here. We work on the restoration plan. Is that it?"

"Not quite," Arthur said. He turned a page. "The will states that you must co-author the plan. It must be a joint effort. You must also take all your meals together in the dining room. You are not permitted to have guests. You are not permitted to leave the grounds for more than four hours at a time. And most importantly, you must live in the house. Together."

I bit my inner lip. I could taste the copper of blood. I looked at the ceiling, where a water stain had mapped out a distorted shape on the plaster. "This house is falling apart, Arthur. It’s a safety hazard. I’m an architect. I can see the structural issues from here."

"Silas was aware of the condition of the property," Arthur replied. "He believed that two people who had lost everything might find a way to build something new if they were forced to look at the same ruins every day."

Julian let out a short, dry sound that wasn't quite a laugh. "He was a manipulative old man."

"He was your benefactor," Arthur said sharply. "And he is the only reason you aren't currently living in a halfway house, Mr. Thorne. I suggest you show some gratitude."

Julian’s face went stiff. He sat down in the chair. He didn't look at Arthur again. He looked at the scarred wood of the table. "Where are the keys?"

Arthur reached into his bag and pulled out two heavy brass keys. He set one in front of me and one in front of Julian. "The pantry is stocked with basic supplies. A local service will deliver fresh groceries every Monday. The utilities are functional, though the heating is unreliable. You will find your belongings have already been delivered to your respective rooms on the second floor."

I picked up the key. It was cold and heavy. "Which rooms?"

"The master suite and the primary guest room," Arthur said. "They share a connecting bathroom. Silas insisted on that as well."

I felt the air leave my lungs. I looked at Julian, but he was staring at his own key. He didn't seem surprised. He seemed resigned. He stood up, the chair scraping loudly against the floorboards. He picked up the key and turned toward the stairs without saying a word to me or the lawyer.

"Mr. Thorne," Arthur called out. "The first draft of the restoration assessment is due in seven days."

Julian didn't stop. He disappeared into the shadows of the second-floor landing. I heard a door slam somewhere above us. The sound echoed through the empty house, making the floorboards beneath my feet vibrate.

Arthur began packing his briefcase. "I will return in one week to collect the draft. I trust you can handle the logistics, Ms. Vance. You always were the practical one."

"He hates me," I whispered. I hadn't meant to say it out loud.

Arthur paused, his hand on the latch of his case. He looked at me with a look that wasn't quite pity. "He has reasons to be angry. You have reasons to be afraid. But both of you have a debt to pay. I suggest you focus on that."

Arthur walked to the door and left. The sound of his car engine faded as he drove down the long driveway, leaving me alone in the foyer. The house was quiet now, but it didn't feel empty. It felt crowded with the things we hadn't said seven years ago. I looked at the stairs. I needed to see my room. I needed to see if my things were actually there.

I walked up the stairs, my hand sliding along the cold wood of the railing. The second floor was even darker than the first. A long hallway stretched out in both directions. I found the master suite at the end of the hall. The door was open. I walked in and saw my two suitcases sitting at the foot of a large bed. The room was grand, with high ceilings and a fireplace, but the wallpaper was bubbling and the air felt heavy with dust.

I walked toward the bathroom door. I pushed it open slowly. It was a large space with a clawfoot tub in the center and two separate vanities. On the other side of the room was another door. I could see a sliver of light coming from underneath it.

I stood there for a long time, looking at that door. Julian was on the other side. He was less than twenty feet away from me. I thought about the way he had looked at the table. I thought about the scars on his hands. I had spent years imagining this moment, thinking about what I would say or how I would apologize, but now that I was here, my throat felt like it was full of dry sand.

I stepped back and closed the bathroom door, locking it from my side. I went to my suitcase and pulled out a sweater. I put it on over the one I was already wearing. I was cold, and I didn't think the house would be getting any warmer. I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the window. The sun had gone down completely. Oakhaven was hidden in the dark, and I was trapped in a ruin with a man who had every reason to want to see me fail.
2. Thirty Days of Purgatory
The springs of the mattress groaned as I shifted my weight. I stayed there for twenty minutes, listening to the house. The wood around me seemed to be adjusting to the drop in temperature. I heard a heavy thud from the other side of the bathroom door. It sounded like a boot hitting the floor. Then another.

I stood up. My legs felt stiff. I walked to the door I had locked and leaned my forehead against the wood. I didn't hear water running. I didn't hear him breathing. I only heard the silence of a man who had spent three years in a small room.

I unlocked the door. I didn't open it. Instead, I went back to the hallway and walked down the stairs. The mahogany railing was sticky with old wax and dust. In the foyer, the shadows were long and reached toward the corners of the ceiling. I found the kitchen at the back of the house. It was a cavernous room with green tiles and a heavy cast-iron stove that looked like it hadn't been lit in a decade.

Julian was there. He was standing at the counter, staring into an open cupboard. He had changed into a gray t-shirt. The fabric was thin, showing the sharp lines of his shoulders. His right hand was tucked deep into his pocket.

"There’s nothing here but salt and a box of crackers," he said. He didn't turn around.

"Arthur said the pantry was stocked," I said.

"Arthur lied. Or he has a very specific definition of a meal." Julian finally turned. His eyes were bloodshot. He looked like he hadn't slept in a week. "We have to eat together. That was the rule. If we miss one meal, the clock resets."

"I’m not hungry."

"I don't care if you're hungry, Elena. I'm not losing my half of the estate because you want to play the martyr. Sit down."

He pointed to a small wooden table in the center of the room. One of the legs was propped up with a piece of folded cardboard. I sat. My sweater felt heavy, and the air in the kitchen was damp. Julian pulled a box of saltine crackers from the shelf and set it in the middle of the table. He sat opposite me.

He reached for the box with his right hand. I saw it happen then. His fingers started to shake. It wasn't a small twitch. His whole hand began to vibrate, a rhythmic tremor that made his knuckles tap against the cardboard. He immediately pulled his hand back and clamped it under his left armpit. He stared at the saltines like they were an insult.

"How long has that been happening?" I asked.

"None of your business."

"It’s your right hand, Julian. You're an architect. You need that hand to draw."

"I’m not an architect anymore," he said. His voice was flat. "I’m a felon. Felons don't design skyscrapers. They clean them
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