
​Original book cover by Silvia Loayza

​[image: ]

Table of Contents

Title Page

Subscribe to my newsletter and join the NOCTUAM UNIVERSE.

Prologue

Part One | I

II

III

IV

V

VI

VII

VIII

IX

X

XI

XII

Part Two | XIII

XIV

XV

XVI

XVII

XVIII

XIX

XX

XXI

Part Three | XXII

XXIII

XIV

XXV

XXVI

XXVII

XXVIII

XXIX

Epilogue

Step Into the Noctuam Universe:

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

COPYRIGHT

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Subscribe to my newsletter and join the NOCTUAM UNIVERSE.

[image: ]


Building a relationship with my readers is the best part of writing. 

I send newsletters to my readers with details about new releases, special offers, exclusive content, and other news related to my NOCTUAM UNIVERSE.

If this book found its way to you, it’s a sign you belong here.

Join with this link.

For my Michelle

“No matter where, if we're together, we're home.”
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​Prologue
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I don’t know how we ended up here, he thought bitterly.

His knee throbbed from where it had struck the hard ceramic tiles of the kitchen floor when he fell backward.

I should have known the moment we set foot in this house.

The woman he loved stood before his eyes, moving toward him with a knife in her hand and bloodshot eyes, filled with a rage he never thought he would come to know.

I could feel it, but I refused to accept it.

He raised his hands to shield himself and braced for the worst.

The cold, the darkness, the pain.

The specters surrounded them, with empty eyes and dead faces.

How could I have allowed this to happen?

How could I have let us get here?
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​Part One

​I
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The skies of Montevideo opened in a spectacle of warm golden hues that bathed the calm waters of the Río de la Plata, announcing the beginning of a new day.

The fresh air drifting from the river struck Andres’ face, ruffling his dark hair as he stepped off the plane at Carrasco International Airport.

He took a deep breath, grabbed the handle of his carry-on luggage, and walked toward the immigration line.

Beside him, his wife Michelle watched him with wide eyes and a face lit by a radiant smile behind her unruly mane of curly, chestnut hair.

“Can you believe we’re finally here?” she asked with excitement.

He nodded, smiling. “After so long, we’ve made it.”

The last few years had been like one of those dreams too good to be true. He felt whole, filled with gratitude for having spent them traveling with his wife searching for a place they could finally call home.

Montevideo was a new chapter, one they had been waiting for for a long time. The soul of the city called to them with its quiet charm and the promise of a prosperous, happy life.

“Look at the horizon,” Michelle said, pointing in awe out the taxi window on their way to their new home. “It looks like the river and the sky melt into one.”

Andres followed her gaze, contemplating the sublime landscape.

“It’s beautiful.”

Michelle entwined her arm with Andres’, rested her head on his shoulder, and, without realizing it, drifted off to sleep. He looked at her with tired eyes; the journey had been long and exhausting.

He forced himself to stay awake. It wouldn’t be very wise for both of them to fall asleep in a taxi in a new and unfamiliar city.

He rolled down the window so the cold morning air could strike his face. Beyond the glass, on the horizon, heavy storm clouds darkened the day.

“She’s really tired. Long trip?” 

The taxi driver’s voice, with his thick Uruguayan accent, pulled him out of his drowsiness. He was looking at Michelle through the rearview mirror.

“Ah, yes. We came from Bolivia, and there’s no direct flight. We had an eighteen-hour layover in Lima before we could get here.”

“No, my friend! But why? It would’ve been quicker for you to just fly to Spain!”

Andres couldn’t help but laugh. He liked the cheerful tone of the people in Uruguay, carefree and melodious, as if they spent the whole day singing.

He kept the conversation going with the driver, grateful to have someone keeping him from dozing off.

After nearly an hour of driving, they reached the area that would become their new neighborhood. The taxi turned, circling the large SMI hospital, down a narrow street of old, grey houses.

“The address you gave me. That’s right here, behind the hospital, isn’t it?” the driver said in a grave tone. “These houses are usually empty.”

The street was deserted, and the storm clouds above had caught up with them, cloaking the landscape in gloom.

“Why?” Andres asked, his voice breaking.

“The morgue and the crematorium are right here. And in Montevideo, people tend to be a little superstitious.”
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2973 Spikerman Street, an old, peeling house, rose imposingly before them. Montevideo, with its blend of colonial and modern architecture, seemed to keep secrets tucked into every corner of the city, and this house was one of them.

Their new residence stood in a nearly hidden corner of La Blanqueada, a central and fairly busy neighborhood, right behind a massive hospital. Across the street were the ambulance parking lot, the staff entrance, and—as the taxi driver had warned—the exit for the morgue and the crematorium.

The narrow street was lined entirely with modest one- and two-story houses. Some were so old they looked ready to collapse at any moment, while others were quite modern; together, they fused into a carnival of shapes and structures, almost surreal.

The only thing they all shared was a silent, tranquil appearance, detached from the hustle and bustle of Avenida Luis Alberto de Herrera—one of the busiest in the city—on the other side of the hospital.

Andres and Michelle exchanged a look. Hers sparkled with excitement, while his carried a worry he couldn’t explain.

Together they crossed the threshold of their new home, through a tall, dark wooden door that could well have been the lazy mouth of some enormous, yawning beast.

Inside, the smell of old wood and dampness welcomed them. They walked down the long, dim corridor, blind to the dark stains on the ceiling, the countless cobwebs and cracks in every corner, and all the other details that would take them months to repair.

Dragging their suitcases, they climbed the tall marble stairs to the small apartment they had rented on the second floor. Each step echoed loudly against the walls.

At the top, their landlord, Damián, was waiting. A young man with a thin, sunken face and weary eyes that made him look much older than he was. “Here’s the kitchen. It’s got... pots and pans... I think.” He fidgeted with the utensils in restless hands. 

“And back here’s the service bathroom.” He opened an old door, revealing a moldy, neglected toilet. “Not very usable, but there’s a washing machine here that works perfectly.” He shut the door and hurried across to the other end of the apartment.

“Over there are the bedrooms. There are towels... sheets... and I think everything you’ll need,” he went on, stumbling on his own words. “Here’s the exit to the balcony and the wooden shutters. Be careful when lowering them; they’re pretty old, ta? And also be careful with the water heater. Don’t leave it plugged in; it eats up a lot of electricity.”

Before leaving the room and heading to the exit, he turned on his heels to keep rattling off instructions. “And don’t forget to always leave the bathroom window open, or else the whole place fills with damp. But aside from that, the apartment’s just fine. Any questions?” 

He walked toward the door without waiting to see if the couple actually had any. Already at the threshold, he stopped and turned for a quick goodbye.

“I live far outside the city, so I’ve got a long trip ahead. Anything comes up, you can text or call my cell. You’ll have it nice and quiet here. The neighbor in the apartment next door hardly ever comes, and the ones downstairs only come on some weekends. Most of the time you’ll have the whole house to yourselves.”

He shook their hands with a trembling grip, picked up his toolbox and a bag he’d left by the entrance, and disappeared.

The couple looked at each other, bewildered, as Damián’s footsteps faded down the stairs, along the first-floor corridor, and finally died out with the slam of the front door.
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That first impression of Damián had left them confused, but they didn’t let it bother them. This was a new country, with new people, and they would have to get used to all kinds of new situations.

The excitement of beginning their new life in that city, mixed with the exhaustion of the long journey, eclipsed any doubts in their minds.

At least, for now.

They started to unpack and explore their new home in detail. 

The apartment was modest but very cozy. The living room was decorated with antique furniture, including an old sofa, worn out and with stuffing poking out in some places. Michelle would need to spend a few hours repairing it.

All the shelves were filled with various objects and antiques from different corners of South America and even more distant places. Every piece seemed to tell a story of some former resident.

“Look at all this stuff,” Michelle said to her husband with a tone of curiosity that reminded him of a little girl listening to a fantastic tale of adventures in faraway, exotic places.

“There are a lot of hidden stories here, aren’t there?” he asked, remembering that expression he always saw on her face whenever they wandered through an old neighborhood, a craft fair, a museum, or any other interesting tourist spot—and he loved her for it.

“Yes, and I think this is the perfect spot. Be right back.” She disappeared through the door to the bedrooms, where they had left their bags, and reappeared moments later holding a decoration in her hands.

It was a Christmas ornament of the word Peace, made with small wooden branches and two red porcelain birds—a gift her mother-in-law had given her the previous Christmas when she traveled all the way to Bogotá to visit them.

She had wrapped it carefully and tucked it among her clothes in the suitcase, and now, holding it in her hands, she cleared a space in the center of the cabinet and placed it there with care. “It’s perfect right there, don’t you think?”

“Yes, it looks great,” Andres replied with a broad smile.

“Now we’re part of this house’s history too.” She smiled at him, then turned all her attention toward the balcony. “Look at that view!” 

The wide window, with sliding doors, flooded the dining room with natural light. 

The doors opened onto a small terrace full of plants, though dry and neglected. With a bit of care, it could become a little green haven, mirroring the beautiful gardens of the neighbors downstairs and of the house next door that could be seen beyond the railing, with tall, leafy trees and gorgeous flowers. It was a surreal landscape at the heart of the block, amid the grayness of the city, in a neighborhood crowded with buildings and hospitals.

The light pouring in through the kitchen illuminated the counter, and through the opening toward the dining room, it also reached the living room.

The main bedroom was full of color, with navy-blue walls. The wardrobe doors and windows were painted a vibrant yellow that matched the handmade replicas of Van Gogh paintings hanging on the walls, crafted by some former resident of the house. The Starry Night, over a meter wide, hung above the headboard of the bed, which was covered with pristine white sheets, promising peaceful nights of restful sleep.

“It’s perfect,” Michelle whispered, her voice full of excitement as she inspected every corner of the place.

Andres nodded, sharing her enthusiasm. “Yes, I think we can build a good life here.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, feeling her warmth.

“I love it,” Michelle said, a smile on her lips that faded, just for an instant, when a slight feeling of sadness struck her. It lasted only a moment. Like a soft breeze slipping through a half-open window—yet very real.

A sorrow that seemed to seep from the walls, caressing her neck and clutching at her heart. She suddenly grew dizzy and collapsed onto the bed.

Andres’ voice reached her faintly, and his face blurred before her eyes. She could barely make out his dark hair and beard before the darkness swallowed her whole.
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“Are you sure you don’t want me to call a doctor?” The room was dark; night had already fallen. The scent of chamomile tea rising from the steaming cup in her hands filled her body like a comforting embrace. “Another doctor,” he added quickly when Michelle frowned at him.

“I’m fine. It was just the exhaustion from the trip. I can prescribe myself something if it’s necessary.”

Andres’ eyes were full of worry, but he would rather not argue further. He trusted his wife’s professional judgment blindly and knew how stubborn she could be. 

The next morning, after a few well-deserved hours of sleep, Michelle seemed healthier than ever, and the scare was forgotten.

The first days in their new home were busy and exhausting: unpacking, exploring the neighborhood, meeting the neighbors, discovering the treasures that quaint part of the city offered, and adapting to a new daily routine.

Although the house was full of history, it was also evident that it needed a great deal of love and care. 

The couple worked together to clean and decorate the space, trying to transform it into a place they could call their own. Little by little, they began to notice it would be a tough battle against the signs of age and neglect.

The pipes gave off a ghostly whisper every time they turned on a faucet. At times, the water pressure would drop or stop completely without explanation or warning, sending Andres up to the roof of the building to figure out what was wrong with the water tank. They even had to repair and replace the kitchen tap.

It took them hours to scrub and remove all the dark mold clinging to the walls of the service bathroom to restore it. They understood then what Damián meant when he warned them never to forget to ventilate the bathrooms.

Still, both were handy enough and enjoyed those small projects that helped them feel the house was truly theirs.

One night, Andres was absorbed in repairing an old desk so Michelle could set up her computer there and work.

“Dinner’s ready,” his wife said, laying a hand on his shoulder.

“Good, I’ll be right there. I’m almost finished here.” He turned to grab the wrench he had left on the floor—but it wasn’t there. “Babe? Did you pick up the wrench I left on the floor here?”

He got no reply from the kitchen, where Michelle’s music was blasting from her phone.

“Damn it,” he muttered. His wife had a reputation for moving things around without asking and never putting them back.

He pushed himself up off the floor, ready to scold her in the kitchen, when he felt something brush past his side, nudging his arm. The floorboards creaked behind him.

He spun toward the bedroom just in time to see a small shadow slip through the doorway. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He rushed after it into the bedroom and switched on the light.

No one was there.

“You okay?” Michelle’s voice at his back made him whirl around.

“You scared the hell out of me!” he snapped.

“Sorry. What happened?”

“Nothing,” he replied, his voice unsteady. “I thought I saw something.”

His wife looked at him with concern. “Maybe it’s just your imagination. You look really tired.”

“Yeah, I’m beat. And we still have to clean the balcony, get rid of the dead plants, and replace them with new ones,” he answered, still nervous.

“There’ll be time for that tomorrow. Come eat and then get some rest,” she smiled at him, gently stroking his arm.

Andres nodded. He gathered his tools from the floor—except for the missing wrench—and followed Michelle to the dining room.

He reached for the switch, and before turning off the light, a chill ran through him at the sound of a child’s laughter—muffled and distant, as if through the walls. His whole body stiffened, unable to turn around.

A moment later he shook his head and laughed at himself. Surely the neighbors downstairs arrived, and they have a little girl, he thought.

He switched off the light and hurried almost at a run to join his wife in the dining room, where a freshly cooked dinner that smelled of bacon and spices awaited him.

So passed several days, clinging to the shared moments of happiness in that old house, in a new country where they were completely alone.

Until Dorian arrived.
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DORIAN

A. 7. NOCTUAM
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