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PROLOGUE
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The front door creaked in the gloom, letting the noise of rain and air unusually cool for summer into the house. 

A short girl in jeans and a gray hoodie with the hood up squeezed inside, dragging a battered suitcase behind her. One of its wheels was broken, and it scraped dully across the floor. 

In the living room, a hushed group watched her. The redhead clicked her tongue in displeasure. The blonde rolled her eyes as if that alone could drive the uninvited guest back outside. A broad-shouldered guy with his hair pulled into a ponytail crossed his arms over his chest. 

— Well, what did you expect, — a fragile girl with braids drawled phlegmatically. — We knew this would happen sooner or later. It always happens. The house is old, the rent’s a joke... someone was bound to barge in and ruin our peace. 

— I’m sick of this, — the ponytailed one growled. — You chase them out, and they crawl right back in. Like Beelzebub’s flies to shit. 

— She won’t last even a couple of months, — the swarthy guy shared indifferently. 

The girl didn’t hear them.

She walked down the hallway without turning on the lights, leaving dirty footprints on the floor, and kicked the door to her room open. The suitcase landed in the corner with a dull thud. Her sneakers flew after it. Without undressing, she curled up on the bare bed and buried her face in her phone, the screen’s glow pulling her features out of the darkness. 

At the same time, in another room, the blond swept a hand through the air. A shimmering haze trembled into being in front of the group, showing what was happening in the house. 

— A junkie? — the swarthy one whispered, leaning forward with curiosity. — Or another social-media addict? 

— What difference does it make, — the redhead waved it off. — The main thing is that she gets the hell out soon. Alright, we have to go — our shift is starting. 

The group dissolved into the air all at once, leaving behind only a faint wisp of smoke and a harsh, acrid smell of burning. The house fell back into silence and darkness. 
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Several days had already passed since a new tenant moved into the house. The girl, to be fair, caused almost no trouble. And that, somehow, was what unsettled them most.

She slept nearly all the time and still hadn’t unpacked. Her suitcase lay gaping in the middle of the room, wrinkled clothes spilling out like shed skin, but the owner rarely touched any of it. She went out a few times to the store. But she didn’t cook. Hell—she didn’t even wash.

That detail offended Regina more than anything else. She curled her lip in disgust every time she looked at the girl, wrinkling her nose as if the sight alone had a smell.

Louisa arrived first today.

She sat curled into an armchair with knitting needles flashing, working on yet another cardigan while quietly humming some little tune to herself. The new “neighbor” didn’t particularly matter to her—she almost never left her room, passing the time with her phone or laptop. Of course Louisa wanted the girl gone sooner rather than later. This place was special. Their island of quiet.

The air in the room shivered, darkened—like heat haze turning to smoke—and James stepped through.

He dropped onto the arm of Louisa’s chair and took a loud, unapologetic bite of a red apple.

— So what about our little mouse? Still sitting in her room?

— Yes, — Louisa answered without looking up from her work.

— She’s weird. In all these days she hasn’t opened her mouth once. No calls, no visitors. She doesn’t go anywhere. Doesn’t make anything. Lives off delivery and whatever junk she drags in from the supermarket.

— And she doesn’t shower! She stinks already! — Regina burst into the room, clearly offended on a personal, spiritual level.

Louisa only shrugged, unfazed.

After a while, the rest of them gathered too, each settling into a favorite spot. Everyone did their own thing without getting in each other’s way. Regina scrolled on her phone. Damian and Wanda spoke in low voices about the latest business. Hunter sat beside Louisa, staring at the wall with an empty, distant gaze. Freya played cards with Cole and James.

— We’ve had a few days to watch her, — Freya said, cutting cleanly through the room’s lazy murmur. — Isn’t it time we moved on to something more... active?

— Yes. I think it’s time. The standard approach, — Damian replied, his smile thin as a blade.

***
[image: ]


Rachel was working on another project.

Another meaningless project. Another meaningless day.

She couldn’t say she didn’t want to drop everything. She didn’t want to do this work—she didn’t want to do anything at all. And yet she kept living: eating, breathing, working, dragging herself through each new day like it was a hallway that never ended.

Once, her head had been full of thoughts—swarming like wasps in a hive, tearing at her skull, never letting her rest, feeding her anxiety. She ran through life like it was a race: school, friends, family time, hobbies, work, self-improvement, sports.

And then... then, after the funeral—she stopped.

Physically, she still moved: went where she was told, did what she had to. But something inside her had cracked. Her soul had webbed over with hairline fractures. One careless shift, one wrong breath—and it could all splinter into dust. So she froze, afraid of making the move that would finally shatter her.

At first her friends tried to support her. Stayed close. Cheered her on. But when nothing came back—no reaction, no warmth—they disappeared, one by one, as time did what it always did.

At work, some offered condolences. Some insisted it would pass. Management didn’t wait long for her to “pull herself together.” A couple of weeks later she was cut.

Then her father got tired of it too, and he threw her out.

Her father... yes. He didn’t have time for her. He had a new life, one where she was nothing but an inconvenience—an irritating reminder. She would have gladly left on her own; he wasn’t someone she wanted to keep in her world. But she didn’t have the strength to go.

Only that kick in the ribs—metaphorical, but brutal—forced her to move.

That was five years ago.

She got lucky then: her former best friend let her stay for a few weeks, eyes sliding away with awkward discomfort. Rachel had to gather herself—at least for appearances. Switch on survival mode.

Her knowledge and experience made her good at what she did. But the spark was gone. The initiative. The creativity. The ambition. She took one-off jobs, fixed edits, never missed deadlines. Got paid. Took the next job.

That’s how she lived—moving through cheap rentals, apartments and houses. Not talking to neighbors. Rarely cooking or cleaning. Making no new friends and letting old ties rot. Not traveling. Not growing.

Just living.

Just waking up and going back to sleep.

In silence. In darkness. In loneliness.

Another forced move. Another house. Old and strange, and suspiciously cheap. The realtor had said people never stayed long.

Rachel didn’t care.

Strangeness? Sure—probably. Sometimes, at the edge of her awareness, she heard whispers, shuffling, footsteps, the flicker of shadows.

Was it scary?

No.

When she finished the project, she snapped her laptop shut and went to bed.

Sleep wouldn’t come.

Strange—usually she fell straight into thick darkness, where her consciousness sank like it was being pulled under until morning.

Maybe she should take a shower and finally put sheets on the bed.

Why?

Too much effort.

Maybe she should eat. When was the last time she ate like a normal person?

Too much effort.

And then—finally—the long-awaited dark took her.
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— Damn it, Cole! She responds to your power more than anyone’s, but nothing is changing! You’re messing up my influence and Louisa’s. We’re trying to shake her even a little. Maybe she’ll finally wash that disgusting stench off and open a window—just to air the place out. Hell smells better than this! — Regina hissed, sharp with irritation.

— Hunter should try, — Louisa said, chewing a cookie like she had all the time in the world.

— You know, I’ve been inside her dreams already. If I didn’t know this place is warded and hidden, I’d think some other nightmare demon was tearing her apart. She doesn’t dream. When I step into her mind, it’s like sinking knee-deep into a bog that drags you down. And everything I send—visions, images—none of it reaches her. Her consciousness is wrapped up... tangled, — the freckled парень with pale skin said, dragging the words out slowly.

— Interesting. Everyone has weak points. Desires. Fears. We just need to find hers, — Damian said, shuffling the cards. — Another round?
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Time passed, day after day.

The demons living in the house tried to get rid of their new neighbor using the usual methods: rustling noises, shadows, whispers, clattering dishes, flickering lights. She paid no attention to any of it.

When she finally took a shower for the first time and even cleaned the place, Regina was ready to say a prayer. For demons, frightening a tenant and driving them away was standard practice. What was unusual was being worn down instead — and by a squeamish demoness, no less.

The only one whose influence Rachel reacted to at least a little was Cole, the demon of sloth. But even that was less about laziness and more about her apathy.

— Sorry, but has anyone here decided to switch professions by any chance? — Freya snapped yet again. — Maybe one of you is secretly practicing the sin of despair?

— I think she has some kind of psychological defense barrier, — Wanda said thoughtfully, tapping her clawed fingers against the tabletop while sipping her coffee. — Something probably happened in her past, and her mind shuts itself off from that pain. She shows no interest in anything. She isn’t afraid of anything. Honestly, chairs could be flying into the walls in broad daylight and she still wouldn’t react. She doesn’t dream at all.

— Have you been attending psychology lectures? — Freya asked with irony.

— No, — the reaper shrugged. — But I see similar states among those I deal with sometimes. People who wanted to leave on their own.

— So we’re looking at a future suicide, then? — James clarified.

— I don’t know. I can’t say for sure. My kind collects souls after death, not during life. But let’s analyze. She shows no lust. No anger. No pride. Food doesn’t interest her — she’s closer to starving than indulging. No envy, no deceit, no naivety. Granted, it’s hard to judge when she barely leaves the house or talks to anyone. Still... it’s not a good sign.

Wanda paused.

— We’ve had addicts here. Alcoholics. Paranoids. Hysterics. People with depression, schizophrenia. This house has been rented out for years. But none of them were this... sealed off.

— What about shock therapy? — James suggested with a crooked grin.

The room exchanged glances. A few shoulders shrugged.

James stood up and left the living room.

***
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That evening, Rachel accepted a delivery bag from the courier.

All her projects were finished. No new orders were coming in.

She couldn’t sleep.

No — she tried. She lay there for hours, eyes closed, then open, turning from one side to the other until she gave up.

She reached for her phone, ordered food from McDonald’s, and decided to spend the evening watching some meaningless series.

The delivery guy was cute. He tried to flirt, smiled at her, his eyes bright with interest. She registered it automatically — and didn’t react to it at all.

Walking down the hallway toward her room, she noticed light spilling out from the slightly open living room door.

She had never been in there.

She had no reason to be. No interest.

But the door had always been closed before. And she definitely hadn’t turned on the lights.

Rachel stood in the hallway for a moment, unable to decide whether to look inside or just walk past.

Soft laughter and whispers drifted out.

She pushed the door open.

It swung inward silently, revealing a strange group sitting on the floor, gathered around what looked like a board game.

They fell silent and turned to look at her.

This is nonsense, she thought.

The silence stretched.

Rachel turned around and continued toward her room.

***
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— I honestly don’t know whether that was stupidity or courage, — Freya said, stunned.

— This has never happened before, — Cole agreed. — The nerve to ignore demons so openly.

— Maybe she just didn’t understand, — Damian said with a crooked smile. — We’re in human forms. She might think the landlord rented the house with roommates.

— Even so, that level of indifference isn’t normal, — the incubus remarked.

— And that’s coming from the demon of lust, — Cole smirked.

— What if we just leave her alone? — Hunter suddenly suggested.

Everyone turned to look at him.

He shrugged.

— She clearly doesn’t care about us. And she doesn’t interfere with us. That’s already better than the previous tenants with their kids, friends, and endless drama.

— Yeah, but—

— But it pisses me off, — Regina snapped. — It pisses me off that she doesn’t care. That there’s a stranger here. That the house is turning into a pigsty.

— Then clean it, — James laughed.

Regina hurled a pillow at him.

— Maybe we should observe her a little longer, — Arachne said quietly, eating crackers. — Learn something about her. Her past. A weak spot. Then we act.

— Or we could just walk up and say, “Hi, we’re demons, get out,” — James offered.

— Why don’t you do that, then? — Regina shot back.

— After she showers, maybe, — the incubus grimaced. — I had to put actual effort into influencing the courier so he’d see her as attractive. With greasy hair, dark circles, and that filthy hoodie.

— Your family is very sensitive to smells, — Wanda teased.

Louise shook the dice in her hands, tossed them, and studied the result.

What Rachel had mistaken for a board game was one — in a way.

Just from hell.

And with influence over human lives.

— I think interesting times are ahead, — Louise said at last. — For now, let’s leave things as they are.
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Time passed.

Week after week.

The demons no longer bothered to hide their presence in the house. They came and went freely — through doors and through portals. They played board games, watched movies, cooked, talked.

In short, they lived as they had in better times.

Rachel showed no interest.

She didn’t join in. Didn’t react. Didn’t seem surprised.

She continued her closed-off existence.

One evening, when only Regina and James were left in the house and were already getting ready to leave, the front door slammed.

The nominal owner of the house had gone out on one of her rare errands.

— Let her take a walk. It’ll do her some good, — the blonde said with a sly grin and snapped her fingers.

There was a sharp crunch inside the lock.

— Oh, don’t worry. I’ll drop by in an hour and open it. Let her spend some time in the fresh air. See the sun.

— Yeah, yeah, let’s go already, — James rolled his eyes.

***
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Several hours later, long after his shift had ended, James suddenly remembered the incident while finishing up paperwork.

He hesitated.

Regina could easily forget — he knew his sister well. Responsibility wasn’t exactly her strong suit.

He wrapped things up quickly, stepped aside, opened a portal, and walked into the familiar haze.

The house was silent.

Outside, a storm raged. The wind howled, thunder rolled, rain battered the roof.

— Damn it... — James muttered.

— Hey! Are you home? Miss — he shouted, moving quickly down the hallway, checking the kitchen, the living room, then pushing open the door to her room.

Empty.

Swearing under his breath, he rushed back to the front door, snapped his fingers to undo the spell, and flung it open.

Rachel was sitting on the ground, slumped against the railing.

Her eyes were closed.

She was soaked through. Her lips had turned blue from the cold.

— Hey. Hey! Can you hear me? — He grabbed her shoulders and shook her.

Even through the wet clothes, it was obvious — she was freezing.

No response.

Cursing again, James scooped her up and hurried inside. For a moment, he froze, unsure where to put her.

Then he swore and rushed toward her room.

He laid her carefully on the still-unmade bed and listened.

Her breathing was uneven, tearing out of her chest in shallow, ragged gasps.

The incubus traced a symbol in the air to activate the link with his sister and snarled: 

— Get here. Now. 

The succubus appeared a couple of moments later. She was clearly furious, but she cut herself off under his vicious look—and when she saw Rachel, she looked genuinely flustered.  

— Change her into something dry and warm. We need to heat her up.

Incube left the room and hurried into the kitchen. He put the kettle on and rummaged through the medicine cabinet.

Empty.

Of course.

In all this time, the idiot hadn’t even thought to buy basic medicine.

He poured boiling water into a
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