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Prologue: 1885
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The storm battered Alastar Manor. The wind, howling through the trees like something alive, shrieking as it twisted through gnarled branches. Rain lashed the windows, streaking the glass with frantic fingers, blurring the outside world into a smear of darkness and water.

Thunder rumbled overhead, shaking the very bones of the manor, as if the heavens themselves recoiled from the house's presence. Inside, the house stood in near silence, a stark contrast to the chaos outside. The air was thick, pressing, heavy with something unseen, yet inescapable.

A candle flickered weakly in the grand foyer, its feeble light casting elongated, shifting shadows that crawled along the walls. The flames danced wildly in response to a draft that should not have existed.

The house was breathing.

Robert Morrow stood motionless, his breath shallow, his heart hammering against his ribs. His hands were slick with blood, warm and viscous, dripping steadily onto the wooden floorboards. Each drop landed with a muffled patter, lost in the vastness of the manor's silence.

His fingers curled as if trying to hold on to something that had already slipped away. The scent of iron was thick, blending with the damp rot of the old house, clinging to the back of his throat, making him want to wretch, but he couldn't afford to be weak. Not now.

A whisper slithered through the darkness, faint and fragmented, carried by something unseen. His name. He heard it, felt it, but no one was there.

His hands trembled as he turned toward the grand staircase, his pulse pounding in his ears. He knew he had to move. He wasn't alone.

The house had never been empty. Jonas Alastar had not merely built this house. He had sealed something within it.

The foundation was laid with more than stone. It was bound with whispers, with blood, with something ancient and unrelenting. He had thought he could control it, that he could bend it to his will.

He had been wrong. The walls had absorbed more than just the voices of the living. They had taken something deeper, something that had never stopped listening.

It had been nearly two hundred years since the Alastars first walked its halls, and they had never truly left. Their whispers curled around Robert now, tugging at the edges of his mind, pulling him deeper into the house's grip. He wasn't the first to hear them. He wouldn't be the last.

A deep groan echoed through the manor, as if the house itself were shifting, stretching, waking up.

The attic.

He had to get to the attic.

His legs felt heavy, the house pressing down on him with each step he took. The staircase stretched impossibly long, the wood beneath him shifting like it was breathing.

He forced himself forward, gripping the railing with blood-slick hands, his heart hammering against his ribs. He made it to the top. The door to the attic loomed ahead, slightly ajar, beckoning.

His pulse pounded in his ears as he reached for it.

Then, something moved behind him.

The floorboards creaked, slow and deliberate.

His breath caught at his throat.

He didn't turn around. He couldn't.

Cold fingers brushed against the back of his neck. A breath, damp and ice cold, whispered against his ear.

We are waiting.

He lunged forward, shoving the attic door open and stumbling inside. The candle slipped from his grasp, rolling across the floor as the flame died.

The darkness rushed in, swallowing him whole.

The last thing he heard was the sound of his own scream.
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Chapter 1: Alastar Manor
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The front door of Alastar Manor creaked open like it was alive and didn't want to let Danny in. It was like it was saying, "Who the hell are you and why are you bothering me?" The place had that damp, musty smell of a house that's been abandoned for a long, long time. Danny stepped inside, letting the door slam shut behind him, and it muffled the sound of the rain like it was trying to keep the outside world out.

"Jesus," he thought, wrinkling his nose, "it smells like a freakin' crypt in here."

The townies had warned him about the place being a wreck, and they weren't kidding. The floorboards whined under his boots, and there was a weird heaviness in the air that didn't just come from dust bunnies. Something felt off, like the house had been waiting for someone, but not him.

Danny was only there to check if it was worth fixing up. His boss had a thing for old, creepy houses and thought they could make a buck flipping them. But as Danny moved through the dark hallways, he couldn't shake the feeling that he wasn't the only one there.

"Okay," he murmured to himself, trying to sound braver than he felt, "just do your job. Check the foundation, make sure it's not going to collapse, and get out."

The flashlight barely cut through the darkness as he walked into what might have once been a dining room. The chandelier was crooked, and dust was piled on the table so thick it looked like it hadn't been touched in ages. As he moved across the floor, the dust clouds made him feel like he was disturbing something ancient.

And that's when he felt it, a cold chill that had nothing to do with the weather. It was like someone, or something, was watching him. His heart raced, and he swung the light around the room. Nothing.

"Come on, Danny," he whispered, trying to convince himself he wasn't losing it, "just a drafty old house."

But when he turned back, a door at the far end of the room had cracked open, just a sliver. "Hello?" he called out, his voice echoing in the vast emptiness. The silence was so thick it was almost a reply.

He approached the door, nudging it open with his foot. The light from his flashlight spilled into the hallway beyond, but there was nothing there, just more darkness. He laughed nervously. "You're just jumping at shadows, man."

As he turned to leave, the air around him grew colder, and the house groaned like it was alive. And then he heard it, a whisper. "Come closer..."

Danny spun around, his flashlight beam dancing across the room. "What the hell?"

The whisper grew louder, turning into a voice that seemed to come from nowhere. "Come closer..." "Who's there?" he yelled into the darkness, his heart racing.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw it. A man, dressed like he'd just walked out of a '50s movie, standing in the shadows. Those eyes, though, sunken and empty, staring right at him.

"What do you want?" Danny managed to croak out.

The figure took a step closer, the sneer on its face growing more menacing. "Get out now!"

Danny's legs finally kicked into gear, and he sprinted back through the house, the creature's footsteps echoing behind him. The walls felt like they were closing in, and the floorboards seemed to trip him up. He stumbled into the front hall, the door seemingly miles away.

"Please, no," he whispered as he heard the creature's voice again, closer this time, "I'm going!"

––––––––
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FINALLY, THE DOOR SWUNG open, and he fell into the rain, gulping in the fresh, wet air. 

He didn't stop running until he reached his truck. Looking back, the door to Alastar Manor was wide open, beckoning him to come back inside. 

But Danny had had enough. He wasn't going back in there. Not tonight.

Robert Morrow stood there and watched as Danny ran out of the house, at least this night the house would not feed. 
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Chapter 2: Renovations
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Alen pulled his truck up next to the realtor’s car, gravel crunching under the tires as he parked. Alastar Manor sat in front of him, big and beat-up, looking even worse in person than it had in the photos. He knew it was rough, but that was the reason he was interested. The place was dirt cheap for its size, and he was sure he could fix it up and flip it for a nice profit.

He stepped out of the truck, zipping his jacket against the cold as he took in the house. The roof sagged, the windows were cracked, and the porch looked ready to collapse, but all Alen saw was potential. A mess, yeah, but one he could turn into something valuable.

The realtor, a woman in her thirties with that overly chipper saleswoman vibe, stepped out of her car at the same time, smiling as she walked over. “Alen! So glad you made it.”

“Yeah,” he said, nodding toward the house. “Wanted to see it up close. The pictures didn’t exactly do it justice.”

She laughed, a little too bright. “Right? Well, it’s got potential, that’s for sure. With a bit of work, this place could really shine.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Alen said, glancing up at the cracked windows. “Just gotta tear half of it apart first.”

The realtor smiled, trying to stay positive. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

Alen followed her up the front steps, the wood creaking under his boots. The door groaned as she pushed it open, and a gust of stale air hit him in the face, thick with dust and that damp, musty smell old houses always seemed to have. He wrinkled his nose but stepped inside without hesitation.

“Smells like it’s been sitting empty for years,” he muttered, taking a look around the massive foyer.

“Yeah, it’s been a while since anyone lived here,” she said quickly. “But once it’s aired out and cleaned up, it’ll feel a lot better.”

The foyer was huge, with high ceilings and a grand staircase that wound up to the second floor. Dust covered everything, and the floorboards creaked under their feet, but Alen could already see the potential. The house had good bones, even if it was falling apart.

“Place is big,” Alen said, running a hand over the banister. “This staircase’ll look great once it’s refinished. Still solid.”

The realtor smiled like she was relieved he wasn’t immediately running for the door. “Exactly! That’s the thing about these old houses, they’re built to last. They just need a little TLC.”

“Yeah,” Alen muttered, stepping into the living room. “And a shitload of money.”

The living room was in rough shape. The windows were fogged up with grime, and the wallpaper was peeling at the edges. Dust hung in the air, and a chandelier dangled crooked from the ceiling, missing half its crystals. Alen walked through the room, taking it all in. The place needed work, no doubt, but he wasn’t scared off.

“This’ll clean up nice,” he said, knocking on one of the windows. “Gotta replace the glass, but the frames are still good. Open up this space, get some light in here, and it’ll look ten times better.”

The realtor nodded enthusiastically. “That’s what I was thinking! Once the light comes through, this room will feel completely different.”

Alen glanced at the old furniture still sitting around, covered in dust. “What’s the deal with the furniture? They just leave all this behind?”

She shifted awkwardly. “Yeah, the last owners... well, they had some trouble keeping up with things. I guess they left in a bit of a hurry.”

“Huh,” Alen said, stepping past an old chair. “Well, I’ll probably toss most of it. This room’s got good bones, though. Could be a real showpiece once it’s cleaned up.”

They moved into the dining room next, where a long, dust-covered table sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by old chairs. The wallpaper was curling away from the walls, and water stains were spreading across the ceiling. It looked worse than it was, though, at least to Alen.

He ran a hand over the table, wiping away some of the dust. “This room’s solid. Needs work, but the space is good. Fix the roof, get rid of the leaks, and it’ll be fine.”

The realtor nodded. “Yep, the house just needs someone who can see past the surface.”

Alen gave her a quick grin. “That’s why I’m here.”

Next was the kitchen, and it was rough. Rusted appliances, stained countertops, and cabinets hanging on for dear life. The whole thing needed to be gutted, but Alen wasn’t bothered by that. It was just part of the job.

“Yeah, I’ll rip all this out,” he said, shaking his head. “Start fresh. Once it’s done, the kitchen’ll add a ton of value.”

“That’s the plan,” she said, smiling. “This space has so much potential once you update it.”

They moved down a narrow hallway lined with old portraits. Alen didn’t look too closely at the stiff, faded faces staring out from the walls, but something about the place felt colder as they went deeper into the house. The realtor opened the door to one of the bedrooms, showing off a dark, dusty room with heavy curtains drawn tight over the windows. The bedframe stood in the middle, empty, and the whole place looked like it had been abandoned in a hurry.

“Who the hell lived here last?” Alen muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “Feels like they just took off and left everything behind.”

The realtor gave a small, awkward laugh. “Yeah, they... had some issues. But it’s nothing you can’t handle, right?”

Alen nodded, glancing around the room. “Yeah, no problem. A little demo, some new finishes, and this place’ll look brand new.”

They headed back toward the staircase, and the realtor hesitated, flipping through her papers. “Oh, one more thing,” she said, lowering her voice a little. “The last contractor we had here? He didn’t stay long.”

Alen raised an eyebrow. “What happened?”

She shrugged. “He, uh, said he kept hearing things. Seeing shadows. Thought the place was haunted.”

Alen chuckled. “Haunted, huh? People really buy into that shit?”

The realtor smiled nervously. “Some people do, I guess. Old houses make noise, you know?”

“Yeah, I know,” Alen said, glancing back up the stairs. “He probably just wasn’t up for the job.”

She looked relieved. “I’m glad you’re not scared off.”

Alen took one last look around, eyes lingering on the dark corners of the house. It was old, yeah, and a little creepy, but nothing he couldn’t handle. He’d flipped worse.

“Nah,” he said with a shrug. “I’m not worried. This place’ll be great once it’s done.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: First Day
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Alen stood in the doorway of Alastar Manor, hands on his hips, staring at the shitshow in front of him. Sunlight cut through the dirty windows, casting pale streaks across the floor, but it didn’t do much to soften the place. The smell of old wood, dust, and something... wet, maybe mold, clung to the air.

“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, pulling on his gloves. “Time to get started.”

He wasn’t here to admire the decay. He was here to clean this mess up, rip out the old, and make something new. The furniture was first. Had to be. It looked like it’d been sitting there for decades, probably hadn’t seen a good dusting since before he was born. Alen grabbed a busted chair, fabric torn and sagging, and dragged it toward the door.

CREAK.

He froze. That didn’t sound like just the floor. He glanced back over his shoulder. Nothing moved. The air was heavy, still.

“Old fuckin’ house,” he muttered, shaking it off. He knew better. Old houses made all kinds of noises. Wood warps, floors settle. That’s all it was. He wasn’t gonna let a creak freak him out.

He kicked open the front door, dragging the chair outside. The cold air hit him, clean and sharp, cutting through the thick mustiness that clung to the inside of the house. He tossed the chair onto the pile and wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his glove. His breath came out in quick bursts, clouding the air in front of him. Maybe he was working too fast, trying to get too much done too soon.

“Take it easy,” he muttered to himself.

Back inside, the silence hit him harder. Too quiet. Not the peaceful kind of quiet, either. It was thick, pressing against his ears like he’d just walked into a cave. The kind of quiet that makes you feel like something’s waiting to fill it.

“Just a house,” he whispered, like saying it out loud would calm his nerves.

He grabbed the next piece of furniture, a beat-up coffee table, and started hauling it toward the door. The whole room felt like it was watching him, like the walls were closing in a little more with every step he took. His fingers tightened around the edges of the table as his heart started to beat a little faster.

Then he saw it. Out of the corner of his eye.

A shadow in the far corner of the room. Darker than it should’ve been. It was just... sitting there, like it didn’t belong.

He stopped moving. The table hung heavy in his hands, but he barely noticed. He was staring, his breath catching in his throat.

“C’mon,” he muttered, shaking his head, forcing himself to blink. “You’re losing it, man.”

The shadow didn’t move, but something about it was wrong. Too dark. Too still. He felt a shiver crawl up his spine, a cold tickle that settled at the back of his neck. His hands felt clammy inside his gloves.

Get a grip, he told himself. It’s just the light messing with you.

He hauled the table outside, dumped it on the pile, and leaned against the doorframe for a minute, rubbing the tension out of his neck. He hadn’t even been here half a day, and the place was already getting under his skin.

“Don’t be a pussy,” he muttered. “It’s a house. A run-down, piece-of-shit house.”

But as soon as he stepped back inside, that feeling hit him again. The stillness. The quiet. He could feel his pulse in his ears, like the house was listening to it. He took a deep breath and grabbed the last chair, dragging it across the floor.

That’s when he heard it.

Footsteps. Faint, soft, like someone walking upstairs. He froze, muscles tensing up, gripping the chair a little too tight. The footsteps weren’t random. They had a rhythm to them. Someone walking.

Alen’s mouth went dry. He listened, not moving a muscle. One footstep, then another. Slow. Deliberate.

He swallowed hard, his heart starting to pound in his chest. “Okay, okay,” he whispered. “Old house. Just the house.”

But the footsteps kept coming, each one heavier, like they were getting closer. Upstairs, then down the hall. Right above him.

He set the chair down, the sound too loud in the silence. His hands were shaking as he pulled off his gloves. “This is fuckin’ stupid,” he muttered. “No one’s here. It’s just the house settling.”

But he wasn’t so sure. His gut was twisted up, that instinctual feeling kicking in. He grabbed his flashlight and flicked it on, the beam cutting through the dim hallway as he headed toward the stairs.

Each step he took felt heavier, like the air was thicker the higher he went. His boots hit the wooden stairs with a dull thud, echoing louder than it should’ve. The cold hit him hard as he reached the second floor, sharp and biting.

“Jesus,” he muttered, shining the light down the hall.

It looked longer than he remembered. The shadows stretched out like they were crawling into every corner. He took a slow breath, squaring his shoulders, and started walking. The footsteps had stopped now, but the silence was worse.

He reached the first door, the one with the heavy curtains and the old bedframe sitting in the middle of the room. The flashlight beam swept across the empty space, cutting through the dark, but nothing moved.

“Just your fuckin’ imagination,” he muttered, lowering the light.

He turned to leave, but before he could take a step, something thudded behind him. Alen spun around, heart racing. The beam of the flashlight flickered across the bedframe.

It had moved.

“Fuck,” he whispered, staring at the bed. “That wasn’t like that.”

He took a step back, then another. His palms were slick with sweat inside his gloves, his breath coming faster now. The bed didn’t move again, but the air in the room felt different. Thicker. Like it was pressing in on him.

Alen backed up into the hall, keeping his eyes on the doorway. He wasn’t sure what the hell had just happened, but he didn’t like it. His gut was tight, his skin buzzing with that instinctive get the hell out feeling.

But he couldn’t leave. This was his place now. He had work to do.

“Old house,” he muttered. “That’s all it is. Old fuckin’ house.”

He headed back downstairs, moving quicker than he wanted to admit, but his pulse was still thudding in his ears. The second his boots hit the first floor, he exhaled, finally letting his shoulders relax a little. But he didn’t feel right. Not anymore.

He stood there, catching his breath, staring up at the stairs. The shadows seemed thicker now. Darker. He didn’t want to go back up there. Not yet.

Grabbing his gloves, Alen headed outside, tossing the last chair onto the pile. The cold air stung his face, but it felt better out here. Cleaner. Like he could breathe again.

He glanced back at the house, squinting at the windows. The shadows inside seemed to move, shift, but maybe that was just his eyes messing with him.

“Place is fucking with me,” he muttered. “But I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

He wasn’t about to let a few creaks and a bed frame scare him off. He had money sunk into this place, and he wasn’t about to run at the first weird thing he saw.

Grabbing his tools, Alen headed back inside. He’d figure it out. One way or another.
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Chapter 4: First Night
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Alen dumped the last busted chair onto the pile, rubbing the back of his neck as he looked out at the night. The sky had turned that deep purple, the cold biting harder now. He stretched his arms, cracking his knuckles, feeling the dull ache in his muscles. It had been a long day. Good work, but his body was already complaining.

“Yeah, that’ll do,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders as he headed back inside. The door gave a heavy thud when he shut it behind him, the sound echoing through the empty rooms.

The cold followed him in, settling in the air like a heavy blanket. The place was quiet. Too damn quiet. No hum of traffic, no people, just this thick silence that pressed in on him. It felt unnatural. He rubbed his hands together, trying to shake off the chill that had already wormed its way under his skin.

He kicked off his boots and padded barefoot across the wood floor, his steps echoing as he made his way to the small room he’d picked to crash in. A sleeping bag, his jacket for a pillow, and a weak little lamp he’d set up in the corner. Not much, but better than freezing his ass off in some overpriced motel.

Alen stretched out on the sleeping bag, pulling it tight up to his chest. The cold air hit his face, sharp, and the shadows in the corners of the room seemed to shift, heavy and thick. He exhaled, long and slow, staring up at the ceiling.

“You’re fine,” he muttered, almost like he was trying to convince himself. “It’s just a house.”

He closed his eyes, letting the exhaustion settle into his bones. His breathing slowed, the day’s work catching up with him. His body was dead tired, his head starting to drift off, but just as he was about to slip under, something cracked.

Snap.

Alen’s eyes shot open. That wasn’t the usual groan of an old house. That was sharper, like something had snapped under pressure. He froze, his heart kicking up a notch as he listened.

Another sound. This time a soft creak, like a footstep, slow and deliberate.

“What the hell...” he whispered.

He sat up, grabbing his flashlight, flicking it on. The weak beam of light cut through the dim room, landing on the door to the hallway. Nothing. He stayed still, listening, but the house had gone silent again.

Then, just outside the door, the floor groaned under a heavy weight. One step, then another, slow as hell, like someone dragging their feet.

His mouth went dry. He kept the flashlight steady, aimed at the door. His pulse was thumping so loud he swore whoever, or whatever was out there could hear it.

Alen forced himself to stand, feet cold against the floor as he moved toward the door. His gut twisted, but he wasn’t about to let some noises freak him out. It was just the house. Old wood and empty rooms made noise, that’s all. That had to be it.

He stepped into the hallway, his bare feet silent on the wood. The air out here was colder, sharp enough to sting his skin. It smelled stale, like old wood, but there was something else. Something off, like dampness, or maybe mold.

“Okay...” he muttered, shining the light toward the stairs.

The stairs groaned softly, like they’d been disturbed. He stood there, heart racing, staring at the dark outline of the staircase. The light barely touched it, just enough to show that nothing was there. But the silence felt... heavy, like the house was holding its breath.

“You’re hearing shit,” he told himself, but the knot in his stomach told a different story.

He stood there for a minute longer, his flashlight shaking in his hand. Then, slowly, he took a step toward the stairs. The wood under his feet creaked, loud in the quiet. He stopped, waiting, but there was nothing. No more steps. No more sounds.

“Fuckin’ floors,” he muttered, trying to shake off the unease crawling up his spine.

Alen took another step, then another, each one slow, deliberate. The stairs groaned under his weight, but the sound was different this time. Lower, like something was bending under the pressure, like the house was adjusting to him.

He stopped at the base of the staircase, shining the light up into the blackness above. The air was thick, cold, and for a second, he swore the shadows moved. Just a flicker, a shift, like something pulled back out of sight.

He swallowed hard. His throat was dry as hell, and his skin felt prickly, like static was creeping up his arms. Every part of him was telling him to turn around, go back to the sleeping bag, and write this off as a bad dream.

But he couldn’t. He’d spent too much time here already, invested too much. He wasn’t about to let a few bumps in the night chase him out.

“Get a grip,” he muttered, taking the first step.

The wood groaned, a long, drawn-out sound, like it was complaining about the weight. Alen winced, pausing, then kept going. Each step felt heavier, the cold biting deeper as he climbed. When he reached the top, the air hit him hard, sharp and stale. He swept the flashlight down the hallway, the light barely pushing through the thick shadows clinging to the walls.

Everything looked normal, but that gut feeling? It was telling him something wasn’t right. His heartbeat pounded in his ears, his breathing shallow as he moved toward the first door on the left, the one with the heavy curtains. The bedframe was in there.

He reached the door, stopping just outside, listening. His fingers tightened around the flashlight, his pulse a drumbeat in his head. He nudged the door open with his elbow, the hinges creaking loud in the silence.

The room was cold as hell, colder than before, the air thick and still. His flashlight swept across the floor, the walls, and finally, the bed.

He froze.

The bedframe had shifted.

Just an inch or two, but enough that it wasn’t where it had been before. His breath caught in his throat, his skin crawling. He stood there, staring, heart pounding in his chest.

“No fuckin’ way,” he whispered, backing up a step. “I didn’t touch that.”

The room didn’t move. The bed didn’t shift again. But something in the air had changed, something he couldn’t put his finger on.

Alen took another step back, then another, until he was back in the hallway. His hands were slick with sweat, the flashlight trembling in his grip. He couldn’t explain what he’d just seen, and that bothered him more than anything. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go.

He swallowed hard, his breath shaky as he turned toward the stairs. Each step creaked under his weight as he hurried back down, not bothering to be quiet anymore. When he reached the bottom, he stopped, leaned against the wall, and tried to catch his breath.

The house had gone quiet again. But it wasn’t the peaceful kind of quiet. It was the kind that crawled under your skin, made you feel like you weren’t alone.

He wiped his forehead, slick with sweat despite the cold. His hands shook as he rubbed them together, trying to get some warmth back, but it wasn’t working.

“What the hell’s goin’ on here?” he muttered, pacing the room.

He glanced back up at the stairs, his chest tight, but there was no way he was going back up there. Not tonight. Not after what he’d seen.

Alen grabbed his sleeping bag and dragged it into the living room, closer to the door. He wasn’t running, but he sure as hell wasn’t spending the night upstairs either.

As he settled down, the shadows in the corners seemed darker, deeper. But he wasn’t ready to admit that the house was getting to him. Not yet.
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Chapter 5: A Call for Help
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Alen sat on the edge of his sleeping bag, phone in hand, staring at the dark corners of the room. His breath puffed out in short clouds, hanging in the freezing air, but it wasn’t just the cold that had him on edge. The house felt... wrong. He hadn’t slept worth a damn in days. Every time he closed his eyes, it was like the house was waiting to fuck with him, those creaks, those goddamn footsteps. The bed. He still couldn’t get over how that thing had just moved.

He wiped a hand over his face, tired and frustrated. His thumb hovered over Sam’s number on the screen. He hated feeling like he was losing it, but fuck, he needed someone here. He needed Sam here.

“Shit,” he muttered and tapped the call button.

The phone rang a few times, and Alen found himself pacing the cold floor as he waited. Sam picked up after a few rings, voice thick with sleep.

“Alen? Dude, it’s not even seven. What the hell’s up?”

Alen rubbed the back of his neck, already feeling stupid for calling. “Yeah, I know, man, sorry. Look, you busy this week?”

There was a pause. He could hear Sam moving around, probably trying to wake himself up. “No, not really. Why?”

Alen took a breath, feeling that weird tension knot up in his stomach again. “I could use some help out here. You know, with the house. Thought maybe you could come stay for a bit. Free food, free beer, place to crash...”

Sam chuckled, though it was clear he still wasn’t fully awake. “You need help? Didn’t think you’d ever admit that. What’s going on? You sound off.”

“I’m just tired,” Alen said, rubbing his temples. “This place is kicking my ass. It’s bigger than I thought, and... I dunno, I’m sick of being out here alone. You know?”

Another pause. Alen could hear the faint sound of Sam moving again, probably getting out of bed. “Yeah, I hear you. Free food and beer, huh? That’s all I get?”

Alen forced a laugh. “C’mon, man. I’ll owe you one, big time. Just need some company out here.”

Sam sighed, and Alen could almost picture him rubbing his face, that familiar smirk probably starting to form. “Alright, fine. I’ll pack up and head over later today. But you definitely owe me for this.”

Alen smiled, feeling a small weight lift off his chest. “Yeah, I know. Thanks, man.”

Sam pulled up to the house that afternoon, the rumble of his old truck breaking the silence that had settled over the place. Alen was already standing on the porch, hands shoved into his jacket pockets, watching as Sam climbed out of the driver’s seat.

“Damn, this place looks even shittier in person,” Sam called out, slamming the truck door shut. He stretched his arms over his head, showing off
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