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Chapter One: The Creature in Black

   The first time Sarah Whitlock saw it, she thought it was a man.

   It stood at the far edge of the property, just beyond the split-rail fence that had marked the boundary of her family’s land for three generations. The morning light was still thin, the sun barely a smudge of gold behind the mist clinging to the fields, and the figure was little more than a dark smudge against the pale backdrop of winter grass. Tall, draped in black, it didn't move, didn't shift or sway with the breeze. It simply stood there, silent and still, staring toward the house with an intensity that made Sarah's skin crawl even across the distance.

   She watched it from the kitchen window, a mug of lukewarm coffee cradled between her hands, the ceramic trembling slightly from the effort it took to stay calm. Her first thought was that it might be a lost traveler, someone caught in the endless maze of backroads that laced through this forgotten corner of the world. Her second thought, more persistent and harder to dismiss, was that something was very wrong.

   The figure’s face—or what should have been its face—was hidden beneath the shadows of its hood, but as the sun pushed a little higher and the mist thinned, she caught a glimpse of something worse than a simple human deformity. The skin, if it was skin, was slick and dark, and two points of light burned where eyes should have been, an angry, unnatural red.

   Sarah set the mug down carefully on the counter, her heart hammering harder now. She pressed her fingers to the windowsill, grounding herself in the solid wood beneath her palms. No one else in the house seemed to have noticed. Her father was out in the workshop, repairing the broken tiller. Her younger brother was still asleep, tangled in his sheets, lost in dreams that didn’t yet know the flavor of fear.

   Maybe it was nothing.

   Maybe it was someone badly burned, someone sick, someone so twisted by misfortune that even his presence seemed monstrous.

   Sarah almost believed that.

   Almost.

   By noon, the figure had moved closer.

   Not much. Just a few feet. But enough that the change was obvious.

   It stood now near the old oak tree at the edge of the field, its body still and rigid, arms hanging loosely at its sides. From this distance, Sarah could see that its clothing—or the ragged scraps that passed for clothing—was heavy and wet-looking, clinging to its thin frame like strips of rotting canvas.

   She went outside once, under the guise of gathering firewood, pretending she didn't feel its gaze prickling the back of her neck the entire time. She tried not to look directly at it, tried to convince herself that acknowledging it would only make it more real. But even as she loaded logs into the crook of her arm, she could feel the thing watching her, patient and silent, as if weighing her worth.

   Her father came out later, wiping his hands on a dirty rag, oblivious to the figure. She pointed it out once, voice low and tight with unease, but he only squinted toward the horizon, shook his head, and muttered something about drifters and bad luck.

   "Best to leave it alone," he said. "If it ain't botherin' us, we won't bother it."

   Sarah wanted to scream at him, to make him see what she saw—the wrongness that seeped off the thing like heat from a dying fire—but she bit her tongue. Her father had survived wars, droughts, the slow death of the small town they called home. He believed in the solid things: hard work, bad luck, good soil.

   He didn’t believe in monsters.

   Not yet.

   By dusk, it was standing halfway across the field.

   Closer now. Close enough that Sarah could make out the folds of its ragged clothing, the way the fabric seemed to twitch and writhe as if alive with unseen things. The red eyes burned steadily, unblinking, following her every movement.

   She didn't eat dinner that night. The stew sat cooling in its bowl while she watched from the living room window, the curtains drawn just enough to shield her from its gaze—or so she hoped. Her father and brother ate and joked and bickered as they always did, the normalcy of it all scraping against her nerves like sandpaper.

   Night fell heavy and fast.

   The thing didn't leave.

   It didn't fade into the mist or wander back to whatever nightmare had birthed it.

   It stood there, just at the edge of sight, waiting.

   Sarah sat on the couch, the weight of the house pressing down around her, and she realized with a cold, sharp certainty that tomorrow, it would be closer.

   Tomorrow, it would be at the fence.

   And after that—

   She wasn’t sure there would be an after that.

Chapter Two: Closer Than Before

   Morning came late and sluggish, the sky draped in a heavy quilt of gray clouds that dulled the world into shades of ash and bone. Sarah stood at the kitchen window again, the same chipped mug cradled between her hands, the same growing tension knotting her gut. The field beyond the fence was slick with frost, each blade of grass stiff and brittle under the weight of the cold. And the figure—the creature—was closer now.

   It stood at the very edge of the property, one blackened foot already brushing against the low fencepost as if it were testing the invisible line that separated the known world from something much worse. The mist clung to its form, dragging along the ground in heavy ropes, giving the illusion that it floated rather than walked. Its body was no clearer in the gray light than it had been the day before, but Sarah could see now that the thing’s robes—or what passed for robes—moved with a life of their own, writhing in slow, deliberate patterns.

   Her breath fogged the glass, and she wiped at it absently, her hands trembling despite the warmth of the kitchen. Behind her, the clock ticked out the seconds, each one falling with the weight of a hammer against her spine. She strained her ears, waiting for her father’s heavy footsteps, her brother’s sleepy muttering, the comforting noises of life inside the house. They came eventually, but slower today, heavier, as if the whole house felt the pressure building outside.

   Her father grunted as he passed behind her, heading for the door with a coil of rope slung over one broad shoulder. He barely glanced at the window. To him, it was just another cold morning, another day to be endured. He didn't see what she saw. Maybe he couldn’t.

   Sarah thought briefly about stopping him, about saying something, but the words withered in her throat. How could she explain the sense of wrongness, the certainty that the figure wasn’t just some deformed drifter or unfortunate soul? How could she explain the way the air thickened around it, the way every instinct she possessed screamed to run?

   She let him go.

   The door slammed behind him, the sound cracking through the stillness like a shot.

   Hours dragged by.

   She busied herself with chores, her hands moving on autopilot—washing dishes, folding clothes, mending the tear in her brother’s jacket—but her mind never truly left the window. Every time she looked, the creature was closer. Not by much. Just a few feet each hour, a slow, inexorable approach that made mockery of speed or urgency. It didn’t need to rush. It had all the time in the world.

   By midday, it stood just inside the fence.

   The sun struggled behind the clouds, casting a sickly, colorless light over the landscape. In it, Sarah could see more details now: the way the creature’s arms hung too long at its sides, the way its fingers—long, gnarled, blackened—twitched as if remembering how to move. She could see the folds of its tattered robe stirring in patterns that defied the wind, shifting and twitching in ways that made her stomach knot painfully.

   Its face remained hidden, buried deep within the shadows of its cowl, but the red gleam of its eyes was unmistakable, burning steadily through the gloom. Watching. Measuring.

   Judging.

   Her brother, Danny, finally noticed it around mid-afternoon. He pressed his nose to the glass beside her, peering out with a mix of curiosity and poorly concealed fear.

   "What’s wrong with his face?" he asked, his voice a whisper too loud in the still house.

   Sarah said nothing. She didn't trust her voice not to crack and betray the terror roiling just beneath her skin. She simply pulled Danny away from the window, her hands firm but gentle, and sent him upstairs under the pretense of helping their father sort tools.

   The lie tasted bitter on her tongue.

   By evening, the house was a trap, a fragile shell standing between them and the thing outside. Shadows grew long across the floorboards. The fire popped and hissed in the hearth, throwing weak, fleeting warmth into the room. Her father and brother moved with the same stubborn rhythms they always had, eating dinner, trading tired jokes, pretending that the world had not shifted under their feet.

   Sarah didn’t eat. She sat by the window, hidden behind the edge of the curtain, watching.

   Waiting.

   The creature had crossed the fence entirely now.

   It stood on the property proper, just a stone’s throw from the porch. Its head tilted slightly, a gesture almost human, almost curious, as if it were pondering some deep, private question. In the fading light, its form seemed to waver and stretch, as though it were not truly bound to this world at all but merely mimicking something that had once been human.

   The sun bled out behind the hills.

   Night fell hard and fast.

   Sarah locked the doors, checked the windows, bolted the shutters. Her father grumbled about it but didn’t stop her. Some part of him must have felt it too, even if he refused to give it voice.

   The creature stood at the base of the porch steps now.

   So close.

   Close enough that, if she dared open the door, she could reach out and touch it.

   Close enough that she could hear, faint and scraping against the wind, the sound of its breathing: wet, ragged, hungry.

   Sarah pressed her back to the door, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might crack her ribs.

   Tomorrow, she realized with a cold certainty, it would not be content to wait outside.

   Tomorrow, it would try to come in.

Chapter Three: Nightfall

   The night pressed against the house with a weight that was almost physical, a presence that seeped into the walls and settled heavily in the bones of everyone inside. Sarah sat stiffly in the living room, the fire burning low in the hearth, throwing out only a faint, flickering warmth that barely touched the deepening chill creeping along the floorboards. Her brother slept upstairs, cocooned under a heap of patched quilts, breathing deeply and peacefully, oblivious to the darkness gathering just beyond the thin shell of wood and glass. Her father sat at the kitchen table, methodically sharpening his old hunting knife, the rasp of metal against stone an endless, monotonous rhythm that filled the silence with something just shy of comfort.

   Sarah had checked every door, every window, bolted and latched everything that could be secured, but none of it felt like enough. The thing outside wasn’t something that could be held at bay by locks and heavy planks. It was older, deeper, something that understood waiting better than anything human ever could. It didn’t rush. It didn’t rage. It simply watched, patient as a tide slowly grinding the edge of a cliff into dust.

   The fire snapped and spit weakly against the cold, and Sarah found herself staring into it, trying to lose herself in the hypnotic dance of the flames. The creature outside had not moved much since the sun fell, but she could feel it still, closer now, heavier somehow, as if its very presence made the air in the room thicker, harder to breathe. Every creak of the old house seemed louder, every sigh of the wind more like a whisper from something alive.

   Her father finished with the knife and set it down carefully, his movements precise, almost ritualistic. He rose, crossing the room in three slow steps to retrieve the double-barreled shotgun that had leaned against the far wall for years, untouched but always ready. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. Sarah saw the set of his jaw, the tightness in his shoulders. He felt it too, even if he refused to name it. The kind of fear that wasn’t panicked or wild, but cold, steady, inevitable.

   Sarah rose from the couch and moved silently to the window. The curtains were already drawn, but she couldn’t resist pulling the edge back, just enough to see. The creature stood on the porch now, not three feet from the door, the faint light of the dying fire glinting off the soaked folds of its ragged cloak. Its form was clearer in the darkness, and it was worse somehow, more wrong. Its limbs were too long, its shape too thin, and the red gleam of its eyes was fixed unwaveringly on the door, as if it knew exactly where she stood, as if it could see her through the flimsy barrier of glass and wood.

   She let the curtain fall back into place and turned to find her father watching her with a grim expression. He said nothing, but the shotgun in his hands was no longer resting casually against his hip. It was cradled across his chest, ready. Sarah nodded once, and he returned it, a silent agreement that whatever came, they would meet it together.

   The hours dragged by in a heavy, suffocating stillness. The fire guttered lower, throwing strange, shifting shadows across the walls. Sarah sat curled in an armchair, the shotgun lying within easy reach on the nearby table, her body rigid with tension. Sleep was an impossible thought. She could barely blink without fear that she would miss the sound of it — the scrape of a claw, the groan of a door easing open under the pressure of something far stronger than it appeared.

   She must have drifted into a shallow doze, because when the first sound came, it jolted her upright, heart hammering against her ribs. A slow, deliberate scrape dragged across the front door, long and wet, like nails raking down old wood. She saw her father stiffen too, saw the way he shifted his grip on the shotgun, his body coiling to spring without a word.

   The sound came again, a slow caress along the doorframe, and Sarah could almost picture the creature standing there, fingertips — or whatever foul parody it had of them — exploring the seams of the wood, feeling for weakness. Another scrape, higher this time, along the glass pane set into the top of the door. Her skin crawled with the certainty that if she dared to look now, she would see its face pressed against the window, its eyes gleaming with a hunger that had waited lifetimes for this moment.

   But the door held.

   For now.

   The scraping ceased, leaving only the crackle of the dying fire and the ragged, shallow breaths Sarah hadn’t realized she was drawing. Minutes passed — or maybe hours — before her father finally shifted, moving toward the door with careful, silent steps. Sarah stayed frozen in her chair, muscles cramped and aching, heart still pounding painfully against her ribs.

   Her father leaned close to the door, listening, his breath fogging the cold wood. After a long, unbearable silence, he turned back to her and shook his head once. It was still out there, but it had stopped trying the door, at least for tonight.

   Sarah eased back into the chair, every muscle trembling from exhaustion and tension. She wanted to believe they had won something tonight, had forced it to retreat by sheer stubbornness.     But deep down, she knew the truth. It was testing them, measuring them, learning the limits of their defenses.

   And tomorrow night, it would be stronger.

   Tomorrow night, it would not wait so long.

   Tomorrow night, it would come through.

Chapter Four: The First Breach

   The next day passed in a dull, grinding haze. The sky remained a low, unbroken ceiling of cloud, heavy with the weight of snow that never came, casting the world into a pale half-light that felt neither like day nor night. Sarah moved through the house like a ghost, completing the day’s necessary chores by rote, her mind never straying far from the memory of the creature’s long, deliberate scraping across the door. It had tested them, and they had endured, but deep in her chest, she knew that it was only a matter of time before patience gave way to something worse.

   Her father stayed close to the house all day, puttering around the barn under the pretense of work, but his shotgun was never far from reach, leaned casually against a workbench, resting nearby when he bent to check the old plow or clean the rust from a broken tool. His movements were stiff, his head turning too quickly at every creak of wood, every gust of cold wind rattling the shutters. Neither of them spoke much about it. Words wouldn’t have changed anything.

   Danny, young enough to still believe in the protective magic of home and family, seemed to have forgotten the thing at the edge of the property. He ran through the house with a child’s careless energy, dragging a battered toy truck along the floorboards, his laughter sharp and strange in the heavy air. Sarah envied him and feared for him in equal measure. Childhood had taught her to trust the walls of the house, the strength of her father’s hands, the simple truths of hard work and patience. But the thing outside wasn’t part of that world. It wasn’t bound by the rules they lived by. And Sarah knew, deep in her bones, that tonight would be different.

   As twilight bled into the sky, washing the hills in sickly blue, Sarah stood once again at the living room window, her hand pressed flat against the glass. The creature was closer. It no longer lingered at the edge of the yard, no longer waited at the bottom of the porch steps like some penitent shadow. It stood at the very door, its frame a dark silhouette against the gloom, its head bowed slightly as if studying the thin wood that separated it from the warmth and light inside. In the dimming light, she could see the way its robes moved — slow, serpentine undulations that had nothing to do with wind or human movement. It breathed, she realized with a sick jolt, and the fabric of its form moved with it, a slow, heavy respiration that made her skin crawl.

   Her father joined her at the window, the shotgun cradled in his arms. His face was grim, the lines around his eyes deepened into harsh grooves by a lifetime of hard work and harder disappointments. He said nothing, but when he shifted his stance, the floorboards creaked beneath his boots, a tiny sound that seemed to echo into the night.

   The first thud against the door came just after full dark.

   It wasn’t loud — not a crash or a bang — but a slow, heavy push, as if the creature outside leaned its full weight against the door, testing its strength. Sarah jerked away from the window, heart slamming painfully against her ribs, while her father moved instinctively to the door, planting his feet wide, raising the shotgun.

   The door groaned under the pressure but held.

   For now.

   Another push came, harder this time, the wood bowing inward slightly, hinges whining in protest. Danny appeared at the top of the stairs, his eyes wide and frightened, clutching the banister in white-knuckled hands. Sarah motioned for him to stay back, her voice low and urgent when she called to him.

   "Upstairs, Danny! Go!"

   He hesitated only a moment before bolting back up the stairs, his small feet pounding across the old boards. She heard the bedroom door slam and the scrape of the dresser being dragged against it in a child's desperate attempt to feel safe.

   Another blow shook the door, harder now, rattling the frame.

   Sarah grabbed the poker from beside the hearth, its iron shaft cold and heavy in her hands. Her mouth was dry, her breath coming in shallow gasps, but
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