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Chapter 1: The First Knock
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The clock on Katherine Vance's nightstand read 11:58 PM. She had been lying awake for two hours, staring at the ceiling. The countryside villa was too quiet. No cars. No wind. No crickets. Just the sound of her own breathing and the slow, steady tick of the clock.

At exactly midnight, the knock came.

Three solid strikes against the front door. Not loud. Not aggressive. Polite, almost. Like someone who knew she was home and expected her to answer.

Katherine sat up slowly. Her heart had already moved to her throat. She looked at the clock again. 12:00 AM.

The knock came again. Three more strikes. Same rhythm.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. Her bare feet pressed into the cold hardwood floor. The house felt different at this hour. The shadows in the hallway seemed deeper. The furniture in the living room looked like crouching figures.

She walked to the front door. Her hand hovered over the deadbolt. Through the peephole, she saw nothing. Just the porch. The steps. The dark trees beyond.

She unlocked the door and opened it.

The porch was empty.

But at her feet, leaning against the door frame, was a bouquet of white roses. Fresh. The stems still damp. A small white business card was tucked into the ribbon.

Katherine picked it up. The card was simple. Cream-colored paper. Black text.

Yosef Christy
Private Art Dealer
Her blood turned to ice.

Yosef had died fourteen months ago. His car had wrapped around a tree on a rainy highway. She had identified the body. She had sat in the front row at the funeral. She had watched them lower the casket into the ground.

She looked up from the card. The porch was still empty. The yard was still dark. No one was there.

She stepped back inside and closed the door. Her hands were shaking. She locked the deadbolt, then the chain, then the lower latch. She pressed her back against the wood and slid down until she was sitting on the floor.

The roses were still in her hand.

She looked through the peephole again. The porch was empty. But the roses were no longer where she had found them. They were six inches to the left. Closer to the door.

Katherine dropped the bouquet and did not sleep for the rest of the night.

She did not see them move again. But she heard something else. A whisper from the other side of the door. Two words. Her name. Katherine.
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Chapter 2: The Second Week

[image: ]


By the eighth night, Katherine had developed a routine.

At 11:50 PM, she moved to the living room. She sat in the armchair facing the front door. She kept the lights on. She kept her phone in her hand. She told herself she was waiting.

At midnight, the knock came.

Every night. Three strikes. Same rhythm.

Every night, she opened the door. Empty porch. White roses. A business card with Yosef's name.

Every night, she closed the door. Locked it. Checked the peephole. Saw nothing.

On the morning of day eight, she called Mark Teller.

Mark was a private investigator. Fifty-two years old. Ex-military. He had the kind of face that did not show surprise. Katherine had used him before, during the divorce from her first husband. He was expensive. He was also the only person she trusted.

She told him everything.

Mark listened without interrupting. When she finished, he said, "You want me to watch the house."

"I want you to catch whoever is doing this."

Mark set up four cameras. One on the porch. One at the back door. One in the driveway. One in the living room, pointed at the front door from the inside. The cameras recorded continuously. The footage saved to a laptop in Katherine's study.

That night, Mark sat in his car at the end of the driveway. He watched the live feed on a tablet. Katherine sat inside with all the lights on.

Midnight came.

The knock.

Katherine did not open the door. She waited. The knock came again. Then silence.

She went to the study and found Mark already there, staring at the laptop screen.

"Watch this," he said.

He rewound the footage from the porch camera. At 11:59:58, the porch was empty. At 12:00:00, the screen flickered. One frame of static. Snow. White noise. Then the image returned.

The roses were on the step.

"No one walked into frame," Mark said. "No car. No person. Nothing. The flowers just appeared during the static."

He played the living room camera. Same thing. One frame of static at exactly midnight. When the image cleared, the roses were outside the door.

Mark looked at her. For the first time, his face showed something other than calm.

"That's not possible," he said.

Katherine did not answer. She had just smelled something. Faint. Familiar. Cedar and smoke and something citrus.

Yosef's cologne.

She turned around. The hallway behind her was empty. But the smell lingered.

"Did you spray something?" Mark asked.

Katherine shook her head. She did not tell him about the cologne. She did not tell him that she had smelled it every night for the past week, always after midnight, always coming from somewhere behind her.

She went back to the living room and sat in the armchair. The knock would come again tomorrow. She was sure of it.

When she checked the porch camera footage one more time before bed, she saw something Mark had missed. In the single frame of static, there was a shape. A face. Blurry. Wrong. But unmistakably Yosef.
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Chapter 3: The Rules Revealed
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Fifteen days.

For fifteen nights, the knock had come. Fifteen bouquets of white roses. Fifteen business cards with Yosef Christy's name. Katherine had saved every card in a drawer in her nightstand. She did not know why.

The cologne appeared every night now. Sometimes she caught it in the hallway. Sometimes in the kitchen. Once, on her pillow.

She started seeing him.

Not fully. Not clearly. Just flashes. A reflection in the bathroom mirror that lasted half a second too long. A silhouette in the doorway that vanished when she turned her head. A figure standing at the tree line when she looked out the bedroom window.

She began to notice a pattern.

Every night, the figure outside was closer.

On night ten, it stood at the edge of the property, half-hidden by the trees. On night twelve, it had moved to the driveway. On night fourteen, it stood at the foot of the porch steps.

On night fifteen, Katherine stood at her bedroom window at 11:55 PM. She looked out. Yosef was at the bottom of the porch steps. She could see his shape clearly now. Tall. Broad shoulders. The way he stood with his weight on one leg.

He did not move. He did not look up. He just stood there, facing the house.

At midnight, the knock came.

But this time, Katherine did not go to the door. She stayed at the window. She watched Yosef on the porch. He raised his hand. He knocked on the door
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He's already inside.
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