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Chapter 1 — Return to Greyhaven
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The town sign appeared without ceremony.

GREYHAVEN
Population: 3,412
The numbers were chipped, the paint sun-bleached into something between white and bone. Evan Cole did not remember the sign ever looking new. In his memory, it had always been tired, leaning slightly to the left as if even the metal poles had grown weary of standing there.

He slowed the car, more out of instinct than necessity. There was no one else on the road. The fog hung low, hugging the asphalt like a living thing that refused to lift its head. Greyhaven always greeted its visitors this way—quiet, half-hidden, as though it did not want to be seen too clearly.

Evan drove past the sign and felt something tighten in his chest.

Not fear. Not nostalgia.

Recognition.

The kind that arrived uninvited.

The road curved inward, narrower than he remembered. Pine trees crowded close, their branches forming a canopy that filtered the already pale daylight into something dull and gray. He rolled down the window an inch. The air smelled damp, old—like wet paper left too long in a basement.

“Still smells the same,” he muttered.

The sound of his own voice startled him. It felt wrong here, too loud, too alive.

Greyhaven did not answer.

He hadn’t planned on coming back. Not really. The decision had been made for him in the form of a short phone call from the hospital, delivered in a careful voice trained to carry bad news gently.

Your mother has been admitted.
It would be best if you came.
That was all.

No urgency in the tone, but no comfort either.

Evan had packed a single suitcase, left his apartment in the city without looking back, and driven for six hours through roads that grew narrower the closer he got to Greyhaven—as if the town actively resisted connection to the outside world.

Now he was here.

Again.

The houses appeared one by one, scattered rather than aligned, each standing at a slightly different angle. No sidewalks. No fences. Just buildings that looked as if they had been placed down and forgotten.

Curtains twitched as he passed.

He felt eyes on him, though he saw no faces.

“You’re imagining it,” he said, gripping the steering wheel tighter.

Greyhaven had always done this to him—made him doubt the difference between observation and assumption.

The main street was nearly empty. A closed bakery with a cracked display window. The diner still standing on the corner, its sign flickering weakly despite the daylight. Evan remembered eating there after school, sitting alone in the booth by the window with a grilled cheese growing cold in front of him while he read books he barely understood.

Alone.

The word surfaced clearly.

He parked briefly near the curb, engine idling. His reflection stared back at him from the darkened diner window. Thinner than he remembered himself being, sharper around the eyes. Older, though only by a decade.

“Still you,” he said quietly.

The reflection did not look convinced.

He drove on.

Hollowridge Street branched off the main road like a vein leading straight to the heart of something diseased. The houses here stood closer together, their roofs sagging slightly, their paint peeling in long, tired strips. Evan slowed again as he turned onto the street.

Number 17 waited at the end.

The house.

It was smaller than he remembered.

That was the first thing that struck him. In his memories, the house had loomed—two stories tall, narrow and dark, with windows that watched rather than reflected. Now it looked... ordinary. Faded blue siding. A porch that dipped slightly in the middle. One upstairs window, its curtains drawn.

Still, his chest tightened again.

He parked at the curb and cut the engine. Silence rushed in immediately, heavy and complete, as if the sound of the car had been the only thing holding it back.

Evan sat there for a long moment.

He counted his breaths. In. Out.

“This is just a house,” he told himself.

The words felt thin.

The key was where it had always been—under the loose stone near the steps. He found it without searching, his hand moving automatically, as if guided by muscle memory older than thought.

That unsettled him more than it should have.

Inside, the air was stale but not unpleasant. Dust coated most surfaces, but nothing was broken. Nothing disturbed. It was the kind of stillness that suggested careful maintenance rather than abandonment.

“Mom?” he called.

His voice echoed softly down the hallway.

No answer.

He stepped inside fully and closed the door behind him. The sound echoed louder than expected, the finality of it pressing against his back.

The living room looked exactly as it always had. Couch against the wall. Coffee table with a small dent in one corner. Bookshelves filled with titles Evan recognized without remembering reading.

He ran his fingers along the spines.

Psychology. Philosophy. Old novels.

You liked the heavy stuff, he thought absently.

A flicker of something passed through him—a sense that the thought did not belong entirely to him.

He shook it off.

The kitchen was spotless. Too spotless. The counters gleamed, and the sink was dry. A faint smell of antiseptic lingered beneath the usual scent of old wood and dust.

She had cleaned before leaving.

Evan swallowed.

His mother had always done that—prepared for absence as if it were permanent.

A note sat on the kitchen table.

Hospital. Back soon.
—Mom
The handwriting was tight, controlled. Familiar.

He folded the note and slipped it into his pocket, unsure why he felt the need to keep it.

Upstairs creaked beneath his weight. Each step protested, a soft groan that seemed louder in the silence. The hallway stretched longer than it should have, the walls closing in slightly as he walked.

His old bedroom was at the end.

He hesitated before opening the door.

When he did, the smell of dust hit him first. The bed was stripped, the mattress bare. The desk sat under the window, empty except for a faint rectangular outline where something had once rested.

A computer. Or books.

Or something else.

Evan crossed the room slowly, running his hand along the wall. The posters he remembered—bands, abstract art, maps of places he’d wanted to go—were gone.

It was as if his presence here had been erased carefully, deliberately.

“That’s fine,” he said under his breath. “I left.”

But something about the room felt incomplete.

Too empty.

He turned toward the hallway again—and stopped.

At the far end, across from his bedroom, stood a door.

Closed.

Evan frowned.

That door shouldn’t have been there.

He stepped out into the hallway, heart beating faster now, each pulse loud in his ears. The door was narrow, its paint a slightly different shade from the others. Older. Scratched near the handle.

A locked door.

He stared at it, confusion giving way to irritation.

“That’s not right,” he said.

There were only three rooms upstairs. His bedroom. The bathroom. His mother’s room.

Always had been.

He walked closer, every step reluctant. The air around the door felt colder, heavier, as if sound itself had been absorbed into the wood.

He reached for the handle.

Locked.

Evan pulled harder, testing it. The knob did not budge.

“Mom?” he called again, louder this time.

No answer.

He stepped back, rubbing his temples. A headache had begun to form, a dull pressure behind his eyes.

“You’re misremembering,” he told himself. “That’s all.”

But the door remained.

Unmoved. Certain.

He examined it more closely. The scratches near the handle looked old, deep, as though something had clawed at the wood repeatedly.

That thought made his stomach turn.

“No,” he said quickly. “Stop.”

He forced himself to step away and went downstairs, the door lingering in his peripheral vision longer than it should have.

That night, Evan slept poorly.

The guest room bed felt unfamiliar, too soft. The house creaked and settled around him, every sound amplified in the darkness. He lay awake, staring at the ceiling, listening to the wind brush against the siding.

At some point, he drifted.

He dreamed of standing in the upstairs hallway, facing the locked door. In the dream, it was open just a crack, darkness spilling out like ink.

Something breathed on the other side.

“Evan.”

His eyes snapped open.

The house was silent.

He sat up, heart racing.

“That was a dream,” he whispered.

Then he heard it again.

A sound, faint but unmistakable.

A voice.

“Evan...”

It came from upstairs.

From behind the door that was never supposed to exist.

He held his breath, straining to listen.

The voice was soft. Familiar.

Childlike.

“Why did you leave me?”

Evan’s hands shook as he swung his legs out of bed. The floor was cold beneath his feet. Every instinct screamed at him to stay where he was, to bury himself under the blankets and wait for morning.

But another instinct—older, deeper—pulled him forward.

He stepped into the hallway.

The voice called his name again.

Closer now.

And for the first time since returning to Greyhaven, Evan felt something break through his careful rationality.

Not fear.

Guilt.

“I don’t have an answer,” he whispered, though he did not know who he was speaking to.

The voice fell silent.

The house seemed to hold its breath.

And somewhere upstairs, a door remained locked—waiting.
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Chapter 2 — The Locked Room
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Morning arrived without sunlight.

Evan realized this the moment he opened his eyes. The room was dim, gray light pressing weakly through the curtains like it had lost the will to become day. For a few seconds, he lay still, listening, half-expecting to hear the voice again.

Nothing.

Only the slow tick of the clock on the wall.

He exhaled shakily and rubbed his face. His skin felt tight, as if he hadn’t slept at all. The memory of the night clung to him—not as a clear sequence, but as a residue. The kind left behind by dreams that pretended to be real.

Why did you leave me?

The words echoed in his mind, soft and accusing.

“It wasn’t real,” Evan said quietly. “Just a dream.”

Saying it out loud helped. A little.

He swung his legs off the bed and stood. The floorboards creaked under his weight, and for a moment his body tensed, expecting a response from the house.

None came.

The hallway outside his door looked ordinary enough. Narrow. Faded wallpaper. A thin layer of dust along the baseboards. Evan stepped out slowly, his eyes drifting upward, toward the ceiling—toward the stairs that led to the second floor.

He didn’t go up.

Not yet.

Instead, he went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. The mirror reflected a man who looked older than twenty-eight. Dark circles under his eyes. Lips pressed into a thin, habitual line.

“You’re fine,” he told his reflection.

The reflection did not argue, which somehow made it worse.

Downstairs, the kitchen was still immaculate. No sign that anyone had returned from the hospital overnight. Evan poured himself a glass of water, drank it too quickly, then poured another.

His hands were steadier this time.

He sat at the table, staring at the empty chair across from him. For a brief, inexplicable moment, he felt as though someone should be sitting there.

The thought vanished as quickly as it came, leaving behind a faint pressure in his chest.

You’re projecting, he told himself. That’s all.

He checked his phone. No new messages. No missed calls.

After a moment’s hesitation, he dialed the hospital.

“Yes,” he said when the nurse answered. “Margaret Cole. I’m her son.”

A pause. Typing.

“She’s stable,” the nurse said finally. “Resting. She asked that we inform you she won’t be discharged until tomorrow, at the earliest.”

“Can I see her?”

“Yes, of course. Visiting hours start at ten.”

Evan glanced at the clock on the wall. 8:17 a.m.

“Thank you,” he said, and hung up.

Two hours.

He stood there, phone still in his hand, feeling the weight of the house settle around him again. The silence no longer felt neutral. It pressed, insistent, as if urging him toward something.

Upstairs.

The locked door.

Evan swallowed.

He climbed the stairs slowly, each step a small act of defiance against his own instincts. The hallway was
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