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    To those who have ever questioned the familiar.
For the moments when home feels like a stranger,
and for the courage to face the shadows within.
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Sprite stepped out of the carpool, and the image hit her like a punch to the gut: a shipwreck—splintered wood, tangled rigging, a skeleton lost to the sea. Her apartment, she thought with a shiver, must look exactly like that—chaos, broken dreams washed up on the shores of her life, abandoned to rot in the unforgiving tide.

Sprite had never seen a shipwreck in person, but there was no other word for what awaited her. She tried to picture the Titanic sinking into the abyss, but even that majestic wreck felt like luxury compared to her crumbling apartment. She could see it now: dry leaves scattered across the road like dead confetti, ceramic floors slick and sticky, stained with the world’s filth. A mountain of laundry threatened to erupt, dishes piled into a greasy tower of neglect, and the plants in the window—wilted, forgotten ghosts of life. The only thing still clinging on was Doctor, the starling her husband Ajee—jobless and drifting—had claimed as his only project.

“Take care, Sprite! Bye!” Thyme called, leaning out the open window with a wave, her voice trailing off like a wisp of smoke in the fading light.

Sprite turned and managed a weak wave, too drained to offer more than a tired flicker of a smile. She watched the minibus groan away, ferrying her colleagues off to their own distant lives. At least her apartment was close, sparing her the torture of another minute crammed inside that metal box. As the vehicle disappeared around the bend, she trudged on, passing under the grand archway—Welcome to Bronx Heritage Suites—its cheerful greeting looming like a bad joke. The security post stood just ahead, along with the steel barrier, guarding this bland corner of suburban purgatory.

Sprite threw a weary glance at the man stationed by the post. He was burly, thick mustache twitching under the weight of a frown, dressed in the standard-issue white and dark blue of security. A whistle dangled from his pocket, and in his hand, he clutched a metal detector that looked just as grim and unyielding as he did. His eyes narrowed, a flicker of suspicion darkening them as he spotted someone slipping into the residential area.

“Hey, Waverley,” Sprite said, giving him a nod that tried for friendly but landed somewhere between tired and resigned.

Waverley’s face softened, a warm smile breaking through, and the suspicion melted away like ice under the sun.

“Hey, Sprite. Thought you were someone else for a second,” Waverley said, the edge gone from his voice. “Just getting off work?”

“Yeah, just wrapped up some overtime,” Sprite said, hesitating for a beat. She wasn’t in the mood for small talk, but walking off without a word felt rude. She ran into Waverley almost every day, and keeping things friendly was a delicate balance she didn’t want to upset.

“Yeah, that’s gotta wear you down,” Waverley said, nodding with a touch of sympathy, though his eyes still held a flicker of something more guarded.

Sprite could faintly hear his colleagues inside the post, their voices buzzing about the results of yesterday’s basketball game. “Yeah,” she said, forcing a smile and letting go of whatever she had planned to say. She knew it was just a rhetorical question, a friendly gesture to break the ice, and she wasn’t in the mood to dive deeper.

“By the way, is my order ready yet?” Waverley asked, impatience creeping into his voice like an unwelcome shadow.

Shipwreck. The image in her mind morphed into something even more chaotic—a swirling maelstrom of splintered wood and tangled ropes—when she thought of the pile of fabric lying untouched next to her sewing machine. The relentless grind of her cleaning service job drained her, and the part-time seamstress gig felt like an anchor, pulling her deeper into the abyss.

“Next week. I haven’t had a chance to get to it yet,” she said, shrugging as if the weight of her unfinished work barely registered.

“That’s fine. Just don’t forget, okay? I’ll settle up later,” he said, his tone light, but the undercurrent of urgency lingered like a storm on the horizon.

“Yeah, once it’s done,” Sprite said, forcing a smile that felt more like a mask. “But I really gotta head out now.”

“Sure, take care,” Waverley said, then hesitated, as if weighing his words. “By the way, they still haven’t found the culprit.”

Sprite nodded, picking up the unspoken warning in Waverley’s words. Lately, the area had been plagued by a surge of muggings and robberies, a dark tide rolling in to reclaim what it once owned, leaving a sense of dread in its wake.

As a security officer, Waverley must have felt the weight of these events pressing down on him like an invisible shroud. It was probably why he seemed more watchful, his eyes flicking over every passerby at the residential entrance with a nervous scrutiny, as if each face might hold a hidden threat.

Sprite kept walking, her mind drifting like leaves caught in a restless breeze. It struck her suddenly that she’d forgotten to ask Waverley about the security job he’d mentioned, a detail that gnawed at her as she moved further away.

But she didn’t turn back. If Waverley hadn’t brought it up again, there probably weren’t any openings, she figured. As she walked, the chaotic vision of her apartment as a shipwreck flickered in her mind, only to be replaced by the serene, orderly landscape of the residential area. The sidewalks were pristine, devoid of litter, while street lamps stood like sentinels every few yards, accompanied by trash cans and park benches, all untouched by graffiti. Strolling through this neighborhood always felt like a brief escape, a small slice of peace amid the storm of her daily life. For a moment, an unusual calm washed over her, and she imagined what it might be like to truly belong in this world, where life mirrored the immaculate streets she walked each day.

Just before she entered the more heavily guarded section of the neighborhood, Sprite passed the park and sports facilities. She veered to the left side of the sidewalk, slipping into a narrow gap between towering walls—barely wide enough for two people to squeeze by. As she moved through the dim alley, it felt as if she were stepping into another dimension. But this wasn’t some fantastical realm like Narnia or Hogwarts; it was the gritty, unvarnished reality of her world.

At the alley’s end, she jumped over a deep gutter that reeked of stale urine, thankfully dry but still repulsive. A large bin overflowed with trash at the street corner, and sewer rats skittered away, startled by her hurried footsteps as she quickened her pace.

After weaving through two alleys and leaping over puddles once again, she finally reached her destination. There it stood: a small, rented apartment with a rusty entrance and walls flaking like old memories, a forlorn testament to better days long gone.

“My home, my shipwreck,” Sprite murmured, taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly. Lately, she’d developed a routine of pausing like this before stepping inside. She gave the iron door a hard push—it groaned and squeaked like a wounded animal—before pulling it shut behind her.

The closer she got to her home, the heavier the weight of dread settled at the base of her neck—a persistent burden that seemed to grow with each step, wrapping around her like a vice.

She knocked on the door three times. “Hello?” The word escaped her lips like a timid whisper, and after one feeble attempt, she shrugged and let the silence swallow her.

Her husband was probably already asleep. What else would he be doing at this hour? The thought lingered, dark and heavy, as she envisioned him lost in the oblivion of slumber while she stood outside, waiting in the chill of the night.

If it weren’t for the basketball game blaring on TV, he’d likely be snoring away in bed by now. Since getting laid off, Ajee had shunned the neighborhood watch and community meetings, avoiding even the simplest chats with the neighbors. “Too embarrassed,” he said, as if the words were a shield he hid behind.

All he did was stay home, marking time as he waited for his wife to feed him. His days drifted by in a fog of crosswords and care for his pet bird—a feeble effort to stave off the encroaching emptiness that loomed ever closer.

He had always been rigid and stubborn, but he used to be a hard worker. The Ajee of today was a mere shadow of that man, a parasite clinging to the fringes of his former self. Guilt suddenly washed over Sprite for allowing such dark thoughts to creep into her mind about her husband’s misfortune, like an unwelcome specter haunting her conscience.

She tried to push those thoughts back, burying them beneath the heavy weight that already hung at the nape of her neck. She slid the key into the door, but when she turned it, she discovered it wasn’t locked. Slowly, she pushed the door open, the creaking hinges releasing a sound that felt more like a groan, slicing through the silence. As she stepped inside, a new sound caught her ear—something different, something off.

She heard music, soft and barely perceptible, drifting through the air. No one ever played music in her apartment.

Even when she craved music, Sprite always used earphones, isolating herself in a world of sound that kept the outside at bay.

Ajee never listened to music or the radio while he worked; he preferred silence, a refuge from the chaos. The only one who blasted music was her neighbor, Alhric—the hip-hop fanatic who turned his apartment into a pulsating rhythm of beats and bass.

But she was certain the music was coming from inside her apartment, and it definitely wasn’t hip-hop. It sounded more like jazz, or perhaps classical, or maybe even world music—whatever it was, she wasn’t familiar with that kind of sound. It was an unexpected intrusion, weaving through the familiar silence like an uninvited guest.

Suddenly, she recalled hearing music like that in some of the movies she’d watched. Without bothering to shed the cardigan that draped over her work uniform, Sprite quietly made her way toward the source of the sound. The melody beckoned her, drawing her toward the kitchen like a siren’s call, each note pulling her deeper into the mystery of her home.

Amid her growing unease, she noticed that, unlike usual, the floor wasn’t sticky or grimy. The couch and table in the living room were perfectly arranged, the TV was off, and not a trace of dust clung to the walls. These might have seemed like trivial details, but to someone who knew every inch of this apartment, they felt eerily out of place. Someone else had been here.

Sprite slowed her pace, narrowing her eyes as she began to creep forward. Should she turn around and bolt, go find help? The thought flickered in her mind but quickly dimmed. It was just music, after all. What kind of thief would play a tune during a break-in? Peeking around the corner into the kitchen, she was met with the unmistakable aroma of meat sizzling. It felt as if she had stepped into a clean, sterile restaurant kitchen, a stark contrast to her own, usually cluttered with old boxes and reeking of garbage. There, standing in front of the stove, was a tall, broad-shouldered man, his back turned to her.

She noticed the apron strings tied around his neck, the fabric hanging like a noose down his back, a sinister touch to the mundane scene.

He seemed to be cooking something, the enticing scent mingling with her unease. “You’re home, huh? Didn’t get caught up in traffic, did ya?” the man said, his voice casual, almost too casual, as he didn’t even bother to turn around.

His voice flowed like warm honey, smooth and effortlessly charming, a stark contrast to Ajee’s flat, monotone droning that lacked any of the grace of casual conversation. It was the kind of voice that drew you in, making you lean closer, while Ajee’s words felt like a weight, a dull thud against the walls of her mind.

Sprite’s tongue felt heavy in her mouth, her thoughts slipping through her fingers like grains of sand. When the man turned, his smile radiating warmth and charm, she found herself blurting out the most absurd question she could imagine: “Who are you?” It hung in the air between them, a surreal interruption to the ordinary chaos of her life.
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Sprite couldn’t shake the memory of Ajee’s last stunt, a final act of lazy defiance that danced like a ghost in the corners of her mind. Every time the thought of cooking or brewing coffee flickered to life, a shudder ran down her spine, as if Ajee’s memory had wrapped itself around her like a cold, clammy hand, reminding her of the chaos that once reigned in their kitchen.

He’d sit by the window, cigarette smoke curling around him like a ghostly shroud, occasionally whistling at his pet bird, a little creature that never stopped chirping. Then, without so much as a glance at his wife, he’d mumble under his breath, “Doc, the preacher said that a wife who does what she’s told gets into heaven. But what about a wife too lazy to even make coffee? Where’s she supposed to end up, Doc?” Ajee said this as if he were sharing a secret with the starling, his words laced with a bitterness that hung heavy in the air.

Doctor let out a raucous chirp that rang out like a mocking laugh, as if the bird found amusement in its master’s words. If it had an ounce of intelligence, it might’ve understood that those words weren’t really meant for it; they were a twisted echo, bouncing back toward Sprite, sprawled on the mat, lost in a soap opera that had long since blurred the lines between fiction and reality.

When that happened, Sprite would let out a resigned sigh and shuffle off to the kitchen, compelled to brew the coffee her husband demanded. Soft grumbles would slip from her lips, a low murmur of frustration. How merciless he was, dragging heaven and hell into a debate just for a cup of coffee—as if whipping up instant coffee was some monumental task worthy of divine intervention.

He had no clue how wiped out she was from scrubbing through a mountain of laundry and tackling sewing orders. What a hypocrite, twisting religion to suit his own agenda. As she stirred the coffee, Sprite’s resentments spilled out of her mouth, her movements becoming almost frenzied. Coffee grounds splattered onto the rim of the cup, and a few drops escaped, prompting even more sarcastic remarks from Ajee, his voice a sharp reminder of the weight she carried.

Sprite couldn’t have cared less. To her, that chaotic stirring was a quiet act of rebellion, a small, defiant gesture cloaked in the mundanity of her routine. In those moments, she found a flicker of power, a way to push back against the chaos that threatened to swallow her whole.

Typically, Ajee would sip his coffee, propping one foot on a chair or emptying the ashtray, his movements almost ritualistic. To Sprite, he seemed incredibly old-fashioned. At just thirty-three and childless, he carried himself like a man decades older, as if life had weighed him down with the burdens of time. It was said he had adopted his father’s mannerisms—a man now estranged from his mother, who had raised Ajee with a stern hand. That harsh upbringing had chiseled him into a rigid, drab figure, a shadow of the vibrant man he might have been.

Even though Ajee swore up and down that he loathed his father, he was slowly morphing into the very man he claimed to despise. Praise rarely left his lips, and a simple thank you was a rare commodity, leaving Sprite to wonder if the man she married was slipping away, replaced by a reflection of the father he detested.

To him, Sprite was merely ticking off her wifely duties, just as he was dutifully bringing home a paycheck. It was a transactional existence, each of them fulfilling their roles in a play neither wanted to be part of, bound by obligation rather than love.

Of course, he could only maintain this mindset as long as he kept pulling in a paycheck. But then came that fateful evening, the one that would shake the foundation of their carefully constructed lives, leaving everything hanging by a thread.

On this unusually dark evening, Ajee trudged home, the grim news he’d been hiding for days hanging over him like a storm cloud. He didn’t ask for coffee, didn’t demand a massage. Instead, he shed his work uniform and slumped onto the porch in a worn tank top. There was no whistling to Doctor this time. Instead, he just stared at the bird, fixing it with a look, as if somehow, through sheer will, they could share a silent understanding of the weight pressing down on him.

Doctor chirped, but its master didn’t respond. The silence between them thickened, hanging in the air like a fog neither could shake. Minutes dragged by until Sprite finally appeared, holding a cup of coffee. It was a rare gesture—this coffee, made without demand or request—an offering in the quiet, a bridge between them that neither seemed willing to cross.

With a voice rough and ragged, Ajee finally confessed: he and a slew of other employees had been let go. He didn’t know the real reason behind it. Officially, the company claimed it was drowning, trimming down to stay afloat. But the whispers told a different story—retaliation for the labor protests last May. Severance pay had been promised, though in vague installments no one could pin down, like a ghost of a check that might never arrive.

Ajee couldn’t muster an answer; his mind was spinning too wildly to latch onto any clear thought. Leaving Sprite behind, her eyes glazed as she stared at the untouched cup of black coffee, he stumbled off to bed. The moment his head hit the pillow, sleep swallowed him whole. But an hour later, he woke with a violent jolt, his body betraying him. His skin was on fire, sweat pouring down his face in rivulets, and his breaths came in jagged gasps, as if the air had turned to lead in his lungs.

He tried to call for Sprite, but his voice crawled out as a weak, trembling whisper, barely slicing through the thick, suffocating air. It was as if the words themselves had lost the strength to leave his throat, dissolving into the stillness of the room.

Sprite, lost in the rhythm of her sewing in the living room, didn’t hear him. It wasn’t until half an hour later, when she went to the bedroom to fetch some thread, that she found Ajee—slumped on the bed, his body limp, barely clinging to consciousness. The sight of him, pale and drenched in sweat, sent a cold shock through her, as if the air had been sucked out of the room.

Sprite sprang into action, moving with a swift, almost mechanical efficiency. She fetched a drink and fever-reducing medicine, pressing them into Ajee’s trembling hands. Her fingers worked with a practiced urgency, applying cool compresses to his burning skin, her movements sharp and precise, as if the situation had flicked some hidden switch inside her. There was no time for panic, only action.

No matter how grim things had become, Ajee was still her husband, the man she had promised to stand by, even when the darkness threatened to swallow them whole. That bond, frayed but unbroken, flickered like a stubborn candle in a storm.

Sprite had never chosen him. Before her family had matched them, she didn’t know Ajee from Adam. Even after five years of marriage, his past, his quirks, and the ailments he’d battled still felt like a hazy blur, a collection of fragments that never quite came into focus. Each detail remained elusive, as if their shared life was a puzzle missing key pieces, leaving her grasping at shadows of a man she was still trying to truly understand.

Ajee had bouts of high fever that struck out of the blue, as unpredictable as a summer storm. There was a story that when he was a kid, he took a nasty fall from a maple tree, and ever since, his body had been a fragile vessel, more susceptible to illness. That single moment had carved a path through his life, leaving him vulnerable, a man marked by the shadows of his childhood.

In that moment, though, she couldn’t shake the nagging suspicion that her husband was simply reeling from the shock of losing his job. Watching him so frail and vulnerable tugged at her heartstrings, igniting a sharp sting of guilt that pierced through her. It was a bitter reminder of the fragility of their lives, and the weight of his struggles pressed heavily on her conscience.

Sprite came to a harsh realization: she had nurtured a steady resentment toward her husband, often regretting their marriage in silence. She’d never summoned the nerve to voice her discontent outright; the thought of starting a fight over a cup of coffee or a cluttered apartment felt too risky, too likely to tear their fragile union apart. The only outlet she had left was her soft, persistent grumbling, a quiet rebellion against the mounting frustrations that threatened to suffocate her.

She recalled a Facebook article she’d read, claiming that the shape of crystals in water could be swayed by the words spoken to it. Kind or positive words supposedly created beautiful, orderly crystals, while harsh or negative ones led to a chaotic mess. It all sounded like nonsense, of course. But if that theory held even a shred of truth, then the coffee Ajee had been drinking was likely swimming with nothing but nightmarish crystals, tainted by all the unspoken bitterness lingering in the air between them.

Sprite began to wonder if her constant grumbling while making coffee had somehow made Ajee more prone to illness and misfortune. Maybe those negative vibes had seeped into him, filling his body with malevolent crystals that messed with his brain, transforming him into someone who, oddly enough, seemed to be... better. It was a twisted thought, as if her own resentment had unwittingly reshaped him, forging a version of Ajee that felt strangely more authentic, more real, despite the illness that haunted him.
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“Hey, you haven’t eaten yet, have you?” Ajee asked, his voice soft but with an edge of knowing. He slid a chair across the old floor, the legs scraping with a low groan. He gestured toward it, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Sit, Sprite. You look like you could use a break.”

Sprite froze, stiff as a deer in headlights. Every muscle clenched, her jaw wired shut, thoughts jammed like gears grinding in her head. She stared at Ajee, but he felt like a stranger, a glitch in her reality. Was this really her husband—the man she’d lived beside for so long? What the hell was wrong with him? A cruel prank? A twisted trick of the mind? Then Ajee cleared his throat, a sharp sound that yanked her back from the brink. Her mind snapped into place. Had she eaten? Yes. But that wasn’t the question she wanted to answer.

She’d just been treated to a birthday feast of paella, the kind of meal you’re supposed to savor, each bite a warm indulgence. But now, with Ajee’s question hanging in the air, her throat felt like it had locked up, tight as a vise, refusing to let out a single word. Ajee’s face was a mask—hopeful, expectant—like he was waiting on something that could either lift him up or shatter his day into pieces.

She just shook her head, a small, wordless surrender, and sank into the chair. It was already there, perfectly placed, almost as if it had been waiting for her all along. Like it knew she’d give in eventually.

Ajee’s fingers dug into Sprite’s shoulders, firm but careful, the kind of pressure that knew just where to push. Each stroke was a quiet promise of relief, so gentle yet insistent that Sprite’s eyes fluttered shut before she even realized. The tension leaked out of her like air from a punctured tire, slow and inevitable.

“You look wiped,” Ajee said, his voice low and easy. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’m cooking something up for you. Just sit tight for a minute, alright?” His words had a weight to them, like he knew more than he was letting on.

Sprite’s face was a picture of disbelief, her mind struggling to reconcile the scene in front of her. The Ajee she knew would never—could never—do something like this. Cooking dinner? For her? That was as alien as him flying to the moon. The kitchen had always been forbidden ground, a place he barely acknowledged, let alone stepped foot in. And as far as she knew, his culinary talents didn’t stretch beyond boiling water and making instant ramen. Even then, it was hit or miss. Yet here he was, acting like a chef, and it made her skin prickle with unease.

He wouldn’t have lifted a finger unless he could bark orders from his recliner, like moving a muscle was a punishment worse than death. But now, Ajee dashed back to the kitchen with an urgency that set Sprite’s nerves on edge, like he’d just remembered something was burning. He hummed a tune, even whistled as he passed Doctor’s cage, but the bird just huddled in the corner, indifferent to the act. Something twisted in Sprite’s gut, a primal warning flashing in her mind: this wasn’t Ajee. Not really. His movements were off—his steps too fluid, too sure. There was a strange mix of enthusiasm and grace, with an edge of dominance he’d never had before. It was like watching a stranger wear his skin. The thought crept in, chilling her to the bone. Did Ajee have a twin she never knew about? The idea of being in her home with someone who only looked like her husband made her breath hitch. If this wasn’t Ajee, then who the hell was it? And where was the real Ajee?

Sprite fidgeted, restless, shifting in her chair as if her body couldn’t settle into the space. She drew in deep, shaky breaths, trying to anchor herself, but the apartment felt different now—eerie, almost wrong. The furniture was too perfect, the soft hum of romantic music creeping through the air, and the rich scent of something meaty wafting from the kitchen. For a moment, everything teetered on the edge of uneasy calm—until Doctor’s cage erupted with a sharp, bone-chilling screech. The sound tore through the room, too real, too raw. Doctor usually mimicked harmless things—cat meows, human laughter—but tonight, it was different. The bird screamed with a terror that sent shivers crawling down Sprite’s spine. Then, in the thick silence that followed, the lights flickered and went out, plunging the room into darkness.

Doctor’s cries fell silent, and in that suffocating stillness, Sprite’s breath hitched. From the kitchen, a single flame sparked to life, small but menacing, casting long, flickering shadows that stretched and twisted across the walls like specters creeping toward her. It moved slowly, deliberately, inching closer, as if it had a will of its own. Something about that flame wasn’t right. It felt... alive.

“Candlelight dinner, just for you,” Ajee murmured, his voice barely more than a whisper, low and intimate. There was something unsettling in the way he said it, like the words were meant to be comforting but carried a weight that made Sprite’s skin crawl.

In the flickering candlelight, his face transformed, taking on a ghostly pallor that gave him an otherworldly glow. He looked less like a man and more like a spectral apparition, hovering just beyond the edge of reality, caught between the shadows and the dim light.

He placed the candle on the table, then struck a match, its flame leaping to life as it joined the first. The room brightened just a fraction, but the shadows only deepened, thick and oppressive, clinging to the corners like dark memories refusing to fade.

“For what’s the occasion, babe?” Sprite asked, summoning the courage to break the silence. Her voice trembled slightly, a thread of uncertainty weaving through her words as she tried to mask the unease coiling in her gut.

“To shoo away the flies,” Ajee replied with a chuckle, the sound unsettlingly light in the heavy air. But there was an edge to his laughter, a hint that something deeper lay beneath the surface, lurking just out of sight.

A fly that had been buzzing erratically around the room suddenly fell silent, as if it had vanished into thin air—spooked by the flickering candlelight or perhaps by the shadowy figure who had conjured it into existence. Its absence hung in the air, thick with unease, like a warning that something wasn’t right.

“Just messing around. It’s to make my amazing wife happy,” Ajee said with a grin, the kind that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Then he turned and strode back to the kitchen, leaving the flickering candles behind, moving through the shadows as if he possessed some kind of night vision, slipping away into the dark with an unsettling ease.

The room sank back into an oppressive silence, darkness pressing against the walls like an invisible weight. Aside from the two flickering candles on the table, the only other light seeped from the kitchen—faint and feeble, as if it too were fighting to shine. It felt as if Ajee hadn’t just turned off the lights in the dining room; he had plunged the entire apartment into shadow. In that dim, wavering glow, Sprite’s mind raced with unsettling possibilities. The first thought to slink into her consciousness was the disturbing notion that this might all be some elaborate joke, a cruel trick played by a man she hardly recognized anymore.

Ajee wasn’t the type to indulge in pranks, especially not ones so meticulously orchestrated. Unless, of course, something had pushed him over the edge. Perhaps the weight of their recent financial struggles had driven him to the brink, compelling him to dive into some reality show or twisted stunt just to escape the suffocating pressure. It had been ages since she’d watched television, but before burying herself in work, she’d been hooked on those mindless shows, where people traded their dignity for a fleeting moment of fame. The thought made her uneasy, like a bad taste she couldn’t wash away.

Deep down, she knew they were all just scripted nonsense, a parade of manufactured drama and shallow conflicts. Yet, despite that knowledge, she couldn’t help but get pulled in, mesmerized by the absurdity of it all. It was like watching a train wreck unfold, the kind of spectacle that kept her glued to the screen, even as a part of her screamed to look away.

If this was some kind of show, Ajee could be starring in something like Ideal Husband, Makeover Husband, or maybe even My Husband Is Possessed. Another, darker possibility gnawed at her: what if Ajee had genuinely changed? The thought was almost laughable. How could a man as rigid and stubborn as he was suddenly transform overnight? No amount of preaching from the most revered pastors or motivational speakers could pull that off. A far more plausible theory was that her husband had lost his grip on reality. With his job gone, his authority eroded, and his self-confidence shattered, it was no wonder his sanity seemed to be slipping through the cracks. His bizarre behavior had been creeping into their lives ever since he’d been laid off and struck down with a high fever, like a slow, insidious shadow enveloping him.

At first, Sprite had brushed Ajee’s fever off as nothing more than a common illness, a fleeting bug that would pass with time. But as the days dragged on and his condition lingered, an unsettling sense of foreboding began to take root in her gut, a whisper that something was far more sinister at play.

He was the type to fall ill under stress—his temperature would spike, his body would tremble, and he’d retreat into a restless sleep, mumbling away in a fever dream until he bounced back. Even as his behavior seemed to soften, who could say what torment was brewing beneath the surface of his mind? That explanation had been enough to pacify her—until Ajee emerged from the shadows a moment later, casting a chilling doubt over everything she thought she knew. The shift in the air was palpable, as if the very walls had turned to listen, waiting for the truth to spill from his lips.

He appeared out of nowhere, surfacing from a thick, murky haze as if he’d been submerged in darkness. His sudden arrival wasn’t entirely unexpected, yet it bore a chilling, unsettling edge, like the first hint of a storm lurking on the horizon. The air around him seemed to thrum with tension, as if the very shadows recoiled at his presence.

He carried the plates, heavy with steak, potatoes, and water, and set them down on the table with an unsettling deliberation. As he leaned over, the candlelight flickered across his face, casting eerie shadows that danced like dark secrets waiting to be revealed. The soft glow seemed to pull at the edges of his features, transforming him into a stranger lurking in the half-light.

At that moment, Doctor the starling let out a harsh, raucous screech from its cage, the sound slicing through the stillness like a jagged knife. In the thick, oppressive atmosphere, Sprite’s mind slipped into darker territory, spiraling into unsettling possibilities that clung to her thoughts like fog creeping into the night. The bird’s cry echoed, amplifying the tension in the room and reminding her that not everything was as it seemed.

She recalled the old tales from her town about demons that could masquerade as one’s spouse, slipping into the roles of loved ones with a sinister ease. There were eerie stories of women seduced by incubi and men unwittingly marrying succubi, their hidden natures lurking just beneath the surface. Those chilling legends swirled in her mind, their combined dread coiling around her stomach like a serpent, twisting tighter with each thought. The unease settled in her bones, a creeping suspicion that perhaps the stories weren’t just tales after all.

“I hope you dig it,” Ajee said, placing two pairs of forks and knives on the table with a casualness that felt just a shade too rehearsed. His voice carried an undercurrent of expectation, as if he were trying to mask something lurking just beneath the surface, a hint of tension hanging in the air. The clatter of the utensils echoed softly, an odd sound in the thickening silence.
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Every time Sprite caught the glint of candlelight dancing in Ajee’s eyes, an odd, almost sinister warmth crept over her. It began as a mere whisper of heat deep in her chest, like the flicker of a flame teasing the edge of her skin. But then it spread, growing fiercer and more insistent, searing her from the inside out, as if a hidden fire had awakened within her, beckoning her closer to whatever dark secret lay behind those mesmerizing eyes.

For a fleeting moment, she felt a comforting warmth she hadn’t known she’d been craving. But as she stared longer, that warmth twisted into something insidious, the flame transforming, growing fiercer and more demanding, searing her with a relentless heat that seeped into her bones and whispered of danger lurking just beneath the surface.

“Why the silence, huh?” Ajee asked, a grin spreading across her face as she raised an eyebrow, the kind of smile that hinted at mischief and a dark curiosity lurking just beneath the surface.

“It’s nothing,” Sprite said, brushing off the thought with a dismissive shrug, though the words felt hollow in her chest, echoing a truth she wasn’t ready to confront.

“Sorry, I’m no gourmet chef,” Ajee said, waving his hand toward the two sizzling steaks on the hotplate, the scent of charred meat hanging thick in the air. “This is the best I’ve got,” he added with a shrug, his casual tone masking a flicker of self-doubt lurking in the corners of his smile.

Flanking each plate were a fork and knife, poised like silent sentinels bracing for battle, their polished surfaces gleaming ominously under the light, ready to cut through more than just the meat.

Sprite found herself frozen in place, her mind buzzing with a hundred unanswered questions that swirled like a storm. How had her husband picked up these cooking skills? Where had he unearthed all this gear? Each query tangled in her thoughts, a knot of confusion and disbelief that threatened to choke her.

But instead of voicing any of these thoughts, she sat there, her gaze fixed blankly on the steaks before her, as if they held the secrets she was too afraid to unravel. Each sizzling cut seemed to mock her silence, whispering answers she both craved and dreaded.

Fortunately, Ajee didn’t flinch at Sprite’s icy reception. His face remained a mask of unchanging calm, his eyes piercing and alert, a smile hovering unsettlingly on his lips. To Sprite, that smile was more than disquieting; it was a chilling reminder of the very people she dreaded—those who wore a fixed grin, as if joy was their permanent state. It spoke of a terrifying certainty, a sense that fear was alien to them, leaving everyone else utterly at their mercy.

Sprite knew better than to provoke such individuals; their fury would be far more terrifying than the rage of those who never smiled at all. She could almost feel the heat of their wrath simmering beneath the surface, a volcanic anger that would erupt with little warning, leaving nothing but ash in its wake.

Ajee wore that smile now—the kind that made Sprite feel like she was walking a tightrope over a pit of vipers. It was the sort of grin that filled her with a creeping dread, making her wary of every word she might utter, each one a potential misstep that could shatter the fragile peace of the evening and unleash a deadly chaos she wasn’t prepared to face.

She grasped the knife and fork in front of her, her fingers trembling as they gripped the unfamiliar utensils. She could handle meatloaf and chili without a hitch, but steak was another beast entirely. She’d watched people on TV carve into their steaks with practiced ease, yet the sight of it hadn’t prepared her for the awkward dance she was about to undertake, a clumsy struggle that felt like a high-stakes performance where one misstep could turn dinner into a disaster.

“You’re doing it wrong,” Ajee chimed in, his voice cutting through the tension as he caught her eye, a glint of amusement lurking behind his calm demeanor.

Sprite’s grip faltered, and for a heartbeat, it felt as if the knife and fork might tumble from her hands, a momentary lapse that sent a jolt of panic coursing through her.

“The knife goes in your right hand, babe, and the fork in your left. Otherwise, you’re going to have one hell of a time cutting that,” Ajee said, his tone light but edged with an unspoken authority as he gently took her hand, guiding it with a steadying touch.

His grip was eerily delicate, as if he were applying no pressure at all—like their touch was siphoning Sprite’s very essence, a silent exchange of energy that pulsed between their skin, leaving her both unsettled and strangely drawn to him.

With the careful patience of a parent guiding a child, Ajee adjusted the knife and fork in Sprite’s hands, his touch firm yet unsettlingly tender, as if he were not just teaching her how to eat, but also weaving an invisible thread of control between them.

“Like this?” Sprite finally asked, breaking her silence as she carefully attempted to slice into the meat. She pressed down with the fork in her left hand, anchoring it to the plate, her focus sharp as she fought against the tension that threatened to unravel her composure.

It was a struggle; every movement demanded more effort than it should have, each slice a battle against the meat’s stubborn resistance, and the weight of unspoken tension hung heavily in the air.

If she hadn’t been so worried about disappointing Ajee, she might have simply grabbed the meat with her bare hands. But that thought evaporated the instant her fingers brushed against the scorching plate, the heat jolting her back to reality with a sharp reminder of the stakes at hand.

“Sorry if it’s not as tender as it should be,” Ajee said, his voice light as he picked up his own fork and knife. He sliced through the steak with effortless precision, handling the knife as if it were an extension of his own hand, the ease of his movements a stark contrast to her clumsy struggle.

Sprite finally managed to get the meat into her mouth, where it rolled around between her molars. To her surprise, it was tender, far from the tough struggle she’d faced while trying to cut it. A few strands of meat wedged themselves between her front teeth and the gap where her upper molar once was, a reminder of her clumsy battle with the steak.

She tried to pry the meat loose with the tip of her tongue, but no matter how she maneuvered, the stubborn strands remained stubbornly wedged between her teeth. The urge to dig them out with her fingernails or grab a toothpick gnawed at her, an itch she couldn’t scratch, but Ajee seemed blissfully unaware of this small yet crucial detail, his attention elsewhere as if the discomfort didn’t exist at all.

“How did your day at the office go?” Ajee asked, his voice casual as he sliced effortlessly into his steak, the blade gliding through the meat like it was butter.

Sprite was caught off guard. The question felt strange, almost foreign, as if he were referencing
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