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The engine's hum dwindled into silence as the car came to a stop. Becca's fingers uncurled from around the door handle, her eyes drinking in the sight before her. A weathered sign hung loosely on a post: "Welcome to Seagull's Haven." The beach house loomed before them, its whitewashed walls kissed by the salt and sun of many seasons.

"Guys, we're finally here!" she exclaimed with a voice bubbling over with excitement.

Greg was the first to emerge, stretching his limbs like a cat after a long nap. His eyes scanned the horizon where the ocean met the sky, a smile playing upon his lips. He reached into the trunk, hauling out a duffle bag and tossing it onto the sandy driveway.

"Race you to the front door!" he challenged, his voice laced with the thrill of their newfound freedom.

Emily, ever the competitor, took off at a sprint, her laughter trailing behind her like a kite caught in the wind. Tom was hot on her heels, his long legs making quick work of the distance. They were a tangle of limbs and joy, racing toward an adventure they had talked about for months.

Becca followed at a more leisurely pace, her heart swelled with a sense of belonging. This was their retreat, a pause from the real world, and every step closer to the house was a step further from the mundane.

They crossed the threshold in a burst of energy, the door swinging open to reveal the heart of Seagull's Haven. The air inside held a faint mustiness, the scent of sea and time entwined—a promise of secrets waiting to be uncovered.

"Check out this living room!" Emily called out, her voice echoing off the high ceilings adorned with exposed beams. She danced across the hardwood floors, her movements a testament to the house's solid craftsmanship.

"Wow, look at these windows," Tom marveled, pressing his hands against the cool glass that framed a panoramic view of the rolling waves. The ocean stretched out before them, an endless canvas of blues and greens.

"Guys, over here! You've got to see this fireplace," Greg beckoned, pointing to a grand stone structure that commanded attention. Its mantle bore the marks of countless memories, etched into the rock like stories waiting to be told.

"Can you imagine the stories this place could tell?" Becca mused aloud, running her fingers along the spines of old books that lined the shelves. Each title seemed to whisper of stormy nights and sun-drenched days, the echoes of laughter and the hush of solitude.

Together, they moved from room to room, each space revealing a new charm. The kitchen boasted an antique stove that promised hearty meals and warm conversations. The dining room, with its long table and mismatched chairs, hinted at nights filled with games and banter.

"Guys, come up here!" Emily's voice floated down from the second floor, tinged with a note of discovery. With a shared glance and eager steps, they ascended the staircase, the wood creaking beneath their weight—a symphony of anticipation for the tales yet to unfold within these walls.

Greg's silhouette cut a stark contrast against the bright light pouring in from the sliding glass doors as he gestured towards the beckoning outdoors. "Let's not waste another minute. The beach is calling!" His voice, threaded with a boyish excitement, pulled them away from the house's antiquities and towards the promise of sun-kissed adventures.

They trailed behind him, their footfalls echoing softly on the hardwood before being muted by the yielding sand that welcomed them outside. Becca stepped through the threshold, feeling the granules shift under her weight, each one a tiny natural relic warming quickly to her skin. She wriggled her toes, reveling in the sensation, a smile spreading across her face as the others followed suit.

"Ah, this is the life," Emily sighed, the sun casting a golden glow upon her features. Her eyes fluttered shut for a moment, as if to lock the feeling away in memory.

"Race you to the water?" Tom challenged, already assuming a runner's poised stance, his competitive nature unable to resist the open expanse before them.

"Last one in buys the first round tonight," Greg declared with a laugh, and they took off at a sprint, hooting and hollering as they kicked up clouds of sand in their wake.

Their laughter mingled with the serenity of the shoreline, the gentle lap of waves offering a soothing soundtrack to their mirth. But as they neared the water's edge, a different sound teased the fringes of Becca's hearing. It was faint, almost lost beneath the symphony of the ocean and their own exuberance—a distant laughter, neither part of their group nor entirely separate.

"Did you guys hear that?" Becca slowed, craning her neck towards the source of the sound. It seemed to dance just beyond sight, carried on the salty breeze that ruffled her hair and cooled her flushed cheeks.

"Probably some other beachgoers out of view," Emily offered, scanning the horizon where sea met sky in an unbroken line. Yet, no other souls revealed themselves upon the vast canvas of sand and surf.

"Sounds like they're having a blast, whoever they are," Tom added, dipping his toes into the froth of an incoming wave, watching it retreat with a childlike fascination.

"Creepy, if you ask me," Greg murmured, his adventurous spirit momentarily clouded by a flicker of unease. "Laughter with no owner?"

Becca nodded, her heart still racing from the run, or perhaps from this unexpected addition to their idyllic setting. It was peculiar, how the sound seemed both near and far, a ghostly echo etched into the wind. The mystery of it wrapped around them, a shawl woven with threads of curiosity and a whisper of something ancient, as if the beach itself chuckled at secrets long buried beneath its surface.

The wooden planks of the porch creaked under their weight as they settled into the weathered Adirondack chairs, their forms casting long shadows that melded with the lines of the fading daylight. Becca stretched her legs out, the grains of sand still clinging to her skin glistening in the waning sun. She tilted her head back, eyes closed, a contented sigh escaping her lips as the panoramic view of the ocean's horizon imprinted behind her eyelids.

"Could get used to this," Emily mused, her voice laced with a tranquility that resonated with the rhythmic lapping of the waves against the shore. The air was thick with the scent of salt and seaweed; it wrapped around them like a warm embrace.

"Perfect spot for evening drinks," Tom chirped, leaning over the railing to eye the distance where sky kissed water, already envisioning nights filled with clinking glasses and laughter.

Greg nodded in agreement, his gaze lingering on the vast expanse of water that seemed to hold the world in its depths. "There's something about the ocean—makes you feel infinite and insignificant all at once."

Becca opened her eyes to join in the collective admiration, but as she did, a sudden chill pricked at her skin. The breeze, gentle and comforting moments before, shifted ever so slightly. It carried a cold whisper that grazed her nape, coaxing goosebumps to rise along her arms. She shuddered despite the warmth of the sun still kissing her face.

"Everything okay?" Greg asked, catching the subtle tremor that had seized her.

"Uh, yeah." Becca forced a smile, not wanting to disturb the peace of their first day with her fleeting unease. "Just a cool breeze caught me off guard."

"Nature's way of reminding us she's in charge," Emily said with a soft chuckle, unaware of the fleeting shadow that had momentarily darkened Becca's vibrant eyes.

"Must be," Becca agreed, nodding while wrapping her arms around herself. In her heart, though, the change felt more ominous, a prelude whispered by the sea—a warning perhaps. But she pushed the thought aside, attributing it to an overactive imagination fueled by the earlier, disembodied laughter that still echoed faintly in her memory.

She focused instead on the dying light, letting the beauty of the sinking sun lull her senses back to serenity, convincing herself that it was nothing more than a trick of the mind—a mere shiver amidst paradise.

Greg stood up from the weathered porch chair, his gaze sweeping across the group with an eager glint in his eye. "Come on, let's see what other secrets this place has got tucked away." He beckoned them with a broad smile that spoke of adventure and stories yet to unfold within the walls of their temporary haven.

Becca's curiosity piqued, her earlier disquiet momentarily forgotten as she rose to follow. Emily bounced to her feet with a sprightliness that matched her sunny disposition, while Tom stretched lazily before ambling behind the others.

Inside, the beach house's charm morphed into an intricate maze of shadows and sunlight spilling across wooden floors. As they ascended the creaking staircase, the steps seemed to groan with each footfall, as if awakening from a long slumber by the presence of the newcomers.

"Shotgun the master bedroom!" Greg called out, vaulting up the last few steps with youthful athleticism.

"Only if it has the best view!" Emily countered, her laughter trailing behind her like a melody.

They split off at the top of the stairs, flitting from room to room. Becca paused at the threshold of one, her hand pressing against the cool frame. The room felt cozy yet spacious, with a window that framed the ocean like a living painting. She could already imagine waking up to the sound of the waves, feeling the sea breeze kiss her cheeks good morning.

"Hey, Becca! You want this one?" Tom's voice echoed from down the hall, pulling her from her reverie.

She grinned and called back, "It's perfect!"

As they claimed their rooms, playful banter filled the air, a dance of words that wove through the corridors creating an illusion of life where silence had long reigned. They tested each bed with exaggerated bounces, peered into closets half expecting to find skeletons, and laughed off the slight chill that seemed to linger in the hallways despite the warmth that saturated the rest of the house.

"Looks like we all found our spots," Tom noted, leaning against a doorframe with an easy smile. "This is going to be one epic vacation."

Becca nodded, feeling the house embrace them with its quirks and creaks—a character in its own right within their unfolding tale. But as they settled into their chosen spaces, the light outside began to fade, drawing their thoughts toward the night and the whispering sea beyond, where darkness held dominion over the deep.

Emily's hand brushed against the wall, her fingers tracing the faded floral wallpaper until they paused, pressing against an outline that shouldn't have been there. A line too straight, a corner too perfect—a whisper of secrecy among the open honesty of the beach house.

"Guys," she called out, her voice tinged with curiosity. "Come check this out."

Becca, Greg, and Tom clustered around Emily, their playful energy instantly redirected to the anomaly in the wall. To an outsider, it would have seemed like nothing more than a curious group of friends, but between them flowed an electric current of shared adventure, of mysteries begging to be unraveled.

"Is that... a door?" Tom asked, squinting at the nearly invisible seam.

"Only one way to find out," Greg said, his fingers joining Emily's as they searched for a latch or a handle.

With a gentle push from Emily, the hidden door creaked open, revealing a small room veiled in shadows and dust. The air was thick with the scent of salt and time, carrying the ghosts of laughter and summers long gone. They stepped inside, the doorway swallowing them into its forgotten recesses.

"Whoa," Becca whispered, gazing around at the collection of relics housed within the storage room. Beach pails and shovels lay scattered across the floor, while deflated volleyballs and frisbees were piled haphazardly in the corner. A stack of old surfboards leaned against the back wall, their once vibrant colors dulled by neglect.

"Looks like we discovered someone's treasure trove of childhood memories," Emily mused, picking up a sun-bleached seashell from atop a mildewed cardboard box.

Greg ran his hand along the length of a surfboard, the surface rough beneath his touch. "These have seen better days," he remarked, a hint of reverence in his tone for the past lives these objects had touched.

"Kind of sad," Becca added softly, "all these things just left behind."

The room felt like a time capsule, a pocket of the beach house where echoes of joy were preserved, yet untouched by the hands of those who'd moved on. They lingered amongst the remnants, each lost in thought, until the rumble of Tom's stomach broke the spell.

"Okay, I'm officially starving," Tom declared, the sound echoing off the walls, comically solemn amidst the silence. "How about we head back downstairs and start whipping up some dinner?"

"Good idea," Emily agreed, placing the seashell back in its resting place among its dusty companions.

"Race you to the kitchen!" Greg challenged with a grin, already darting towards the door.

Laughter spilled from them as they exited the room, leaving behind the quiet sentinel of memories. They trooped downstairs, the staircase creaking under their weight, a chorus of excitement and hunger filling the air. The kitchen awaited, promising sustenance and the warmth of a meal shared among friends, ready to become another scene in the story of their seaside getaway.

The sizzle of garlic in hot oil filled the kitchen as Tom masterfully flipped vegetables in the skillet. His face was alight with concentration, yet his lips curled into a smile every time he caught Emily's eye from across the counter where she was chopping tomatoes with diligent care.

"Remember that camping trip when you tried to grill fish and almost set the forest on fire?" Becca teased, handing Greg slices of bread to toast.

"Hey, in my defense, those were very flammable fish," Greg said, playing along with mock seriousness as he placed the bread onto a baking sheet.

Laughter erupted around them, mingling with the comforting sounds of dinner preparations. The aroma of herbs and spices wafted through the air, promising a feast worthy of their first night at the beach house. They moved about the kitchen with an easy rhythm born of years of friendship, each adding their own touch to the meal.

"Can't believe we've been planning this getaway for months," Emily mused, her eyes crinkling with joy. "And now we're actually here, cooking together in our own beach house."

"Here's to making more crazy memories," Tom declared, raising an imaginary glass as he tended to the simmering pot.

"Like discovering secret rooms and surfing on ancient boards," Becca added, receiving nods and smiles of agreement from the others.

The golden hour cast a warm glow throughout the open-plan living space, painting their faces with soft amber hues as the sun dipped lower in the sky. It was during one of these tranquil moments, while they were absorbed in the shared joy of storytelling and the anticipation of the meal to come, that Becca's ears perked up, detecting an anomaly against the backdrop of crashing waves and culinary cacophony.

"Did you guys hear that?" she asked, her voice suddenly hushed, breaking the chatter.

"What?" Greg turned, a slice of toasted bread in hand, brow furrowed.

"Shh," Becca motioned with her finger to her lips. The room fell silent, save for the persistent bubbling of the pasta sauce.

There it was again—a faint, rhythmic tapping, more insistent than before, coming from the direction of the front door.

"Is someone really out there?" Emily whispered, tension bleeding into her words as they all exchanged uneasy glances.

"Could be the wind," Tom offered half-heartedly, though his feet had already carried him towards the window to peer out.

"Or maybe the past residents forgot they left behind their surfboards and want them back," Greg joked, but his laughter faltered, lost in the thickening atmosphere of uncertainty.

Becca moved closer to the door, the rest following suit, drawn by a mix of curiosity and a hint of apprehension. Together, they stood still, waiting for the next knock to echo through the heart of the beach house, unaware of the shadows that were beginning to creep over the walls as the sun's last light retreated from the horizon.

The door swung open with a finality that resonated through the beach house, as Becca stepped over the threshold with an air of triumph. Her laughter mingled with the salty tang of ocean air, and the rest followed—a trail of excitement and youthful exuberance spilling into their spring break sanctuary.

"Guys, check this out!" she called out, her voice carrying up the spiral staircase that curled like a seashell towards the upper floors. She marveled at the spaciousness, the way the setting sun painted the walls in hues of gold and amber. The others scattered, claiming bedrooms and marveling at the panoramic views of a sea that stretched to eternity.

As darkness began to cloak the sky, painting it with streaks of purples and blues, the group reconvened in the living room, the heart of the beach house. They sprawled on plush couches, their eyes wide with the kind of untamed hope only found in the anticipation of nights without curfews and days without boundaries.

It was then, amidst the crescendo of their revelry, that the knocking came—a faint, almost timid rap at the front door.

"Who's that?" Jenna's brow furrowed, her instinctive caution a stark contrast to the carefree spirit of the room.

"Probably just some locals messing with the newbies," Becca said with a dismissive wave, her confidence unshaken. She tossed her chestnut hair over her shoulder, her chuckle meant to defuse the sudden spike of tension. "They must've seen the out-of-state plates and thought we'd be easy scares."

"Should we check it?" Kyle asked, his hand already inching towards the baseball bat they’d propped against the wall—an impromptu security measure more amusing than practical.

"Relax, it's nothing," Becca assured him, her grin all teeth and bravado. "If it were anything serious, they'd knock louder, right?"

Her laughter seemed to linger in the air, an invitation for the momentary unease to pass and for the evening's potential to reclaim its rightful place. With a collective shrug, the group turned back to their unpacking, the sound of the waves outside a soothing backdrop to their resumed chatter.

Becca’s gaze, however, lingered a moment longer at the door, her smile fixed but her eyes betraying a flicker of curiosity for the world beyond the safety of their coastal haven.

The rhythm of the knocking persisted, a steady metronome beneath the laughter and lightness inside the beach house. Becca's chuckle had faded, her smile now just a brittle mask. The sound seemed to bore into her, a woodpecker's insistence against her skull. She glanced again at the door, the weight of its mystery pressing down on her.

"Seriously, it's like they've got nothing better to do," she muttered, more to herself than to her friends who were sprawled across the living room furniture, drinks in hand and spirits high.

"Who cares?" Jenna replied, lifting her glass in a dismissive gesture. "It's probably just the wind or some tree branch."

"Wind doesn't have knuckles," Becca pointed out, her voice laced with an edge that wasn't there before.

"Becca, come on, you're not buying into this, are you?" Kyle teased, his eyes crinkling with mirth as he tossed a throw pillow in her direction.

"Of course not," Becca countered quickly, but the certainty she projected earlier was slipping. Her curiosity, once a playful cat, now felt like a lion pacing restlessly within her.

"Then let it go," Jenna urged, her tone soothing. But the knocking drilled into the calm, unrelenting.

"Maybe I will check it out," Becca declared, her decision crystallizing with every heartbeat that echoed the knock. "Just to put an end to it."

"Becca, don't be stupid," Kyle called after her, but she was already moving, propelled by an invisible force that tugged at her core.

Her feet carried her across the hardwood floor, each step deliberate, cautious—as if the ground could open up and swallow her. Her heart thudded a furious protest, loud in her ears, but the pull of the unknown spurred her forward. The familiar scent of sea salt and sunscreen that lingered in the air felt suddenly foreign, as though it cloaked something darker, something unseen.

"Guys, maybe we should all go," Jenna suggested weakly from the couch, her voice trailing off as Becca's hand touched the cool metal of the doorknob.

But Becca didn’t turn back. The need to know, to confront whatever lay beyond that wooden barrier, surged stronger than the urge to retreat. Shadows danced along the hallway, cast by the dimming lights, playing tricks on her eyes—or so she hoped.

"Be right back," she said, a half-whisper meant to bolster her courage rather than inform her friends.

The knocking dared her to open the door, dared her to step beyond the threshold of safety. She gripped the knob tighter, her palm slick with sweat, the faint tremor of her hand betraying the fear she fought to keep at bay. Yet, even as her pulse raced, there was no turning back—not when the unknown called so insistently.

Becca's fingers curled around the doorknob, the metal cold and unyielding beneath her sweat-dampened palm. She inhaled a shaky breath, coaxing steel into her spine. The door creaked—a protracted, groaning wail of wood that had swelled with the sea's moisture—and swung open with reluctant obedience. A sigh escaped her as she peered into the void beyond, the darkness so thick it seemed to swallow the slice of yellow light spilling from the house.

The waves crashed in the distance, a relentless cascade of sound that resonated with the pounding in her chest. It was a rhythm of nature that should have been calming, but tonight it served as a score for something far more sinister. Becca blinked against the abrupt transition from the warm light of the beach house to the inky night that enveloped the porch.

"Hello?" Her voice quivered, barely rising above the symphony of water and wind. There was no reply, just the mocking whisper of the tide.

She stepped out, her bare feet meeting the weathered planks of the porch. The cool ocean breeze caressed her face, raising goosebumps on her arms and sending a shiver down her spine. It carried the briny scent of seaweed and salt, but there was an undercurrent of something else, something unsettling that she couldn't quite place.

Her gaze darted left and right, searching for any hint of movement, any shadow that didn't belong. But there was nothing—only the undulating dance of palm leaves in the wind, their silhouettes like twisted hands reaching for her from the darkness.

"Who's there?" Her challenge to the night was met with silence, save for the rustling whispers that seemed to laugh at her boldness. An unease settled over her, a dawning realization that this was no mere prank. The ocean's chill wrapped around her, an intangible omen that perhaps some doors are better left closed.

Becca stood motionless, her breath a suspended vapor in the cool night air. The silence was thick, punctuated only by the distant rhythmic crashing of waves against the shore. Her ears strained through the stillness, seeking the source of the earlier disturbance. For a fleeting moment, she entertained the hope that it had all been a figment of her overactive imagination, a trick played by the wind or some nocturnal creature of the beach.

But then it came again.

The knocking shattered the quietude, a drumbeat of urgency that reverberated through the wooden frame of the house. It was louder now, more insistent, as if whatever lay on the other side of the door had grown impatient with Becca's hesitation. Her heart skipped a beat, and a cold shiver ran down her spine. The playful spark of curiosity that had led her out here was extinguished, replaced with a visceral dread that clawed at her chest.

"Who is it?" she called out, her voice a tremble, betraying the fear that began to take root. There was no answer; the knocking simply continued, a relentless cacophony that seemed to mock her growing panic.

A sudden gust of wind whipped around her, tossing her hair into her eyes. She blinked away the strands just in time to catch the movement—a dark figure, merely a wisp of shadow at the edge of the porch light. It stood motionless, an ominous silhouette that watched, waited. Becca's breath caught in her throat, a silent gasp of terror as her mind raced to make sense of what she saw.

Then, in the span of a heartbeat, it was gone.

The darkness reclaimed it, swallowing the figure whole, leaving Becca to question whether it had been there at all. But the primal part of her brain, the part that knew better than to dismiss the instincts screaming for her to flee, recognized the danger.

"Get inside," she whispered to herself, her voice a hiss of fright. Her legs moved before her thoughts could catch up, propelling her back toward the perceived safety of the beach house. The knocking, now a fading soundtrack to her escape, followed her retreat as she stumbled through the doorway and slammed the front door shut with a force that echoed through the empty rooms.

She leaned against the solid wood, trying to steady her racing pulse, trying to convince herself that the shadows held no power in the light of reason. But deep down, she knew the truth—something was very wrong here, and the night had only just begun.

"Guys!" Becca's scream tore through the jovial chatter, slicing it into silence as effectively as a knife. She stumbled into the living room, her eyes wide with an unspoken horror that clung to her like a second skin.

Her friends, caught mid-laugh and stories of tomorrow's plans, paused and turned in unison. The look of carefree excitement drained from their faces, replaced with furrowed brows and tight lips. Concern etched deep lines on Jason's usually stoic features as he was the first to rise, his protective nature kicking in despite the uncertainty of the threat.

"Becca, what happened?" he asked, moving quickly towards her as the others gathered around, forming a barrier between her and the rest of the house.

"Outside," she panted, her voice shaky, "there was something..." Her words trailed off as if language itself failed to encapsulate the dread that had grazed her soul.

"Something?" Emily pressed, her practical mind already trying to piece together an explanation. Her hand reached out, steadying Becca's trembling form. "Was someone trying to scare us?"

"More than someone," Becca managed to say, her gaze flicking toward the door as if expecting the dark figure to materialize through it at any moment. "There was a... a shadow, but it—it wasn't just a shadow."

The knocking persisted, a relentless reminder of their unwelcome visitor. It seemed to grow in volume, filling the space with its insidious rhythm, as if the walls themselves were part of the macabre percussion.

They all flinched in unison when the sound struck again, its cadence too purposeful, too human to be written off as the house settling or branches against the siding. A cold shiver ran down Becca's spine, her earlier bravado dissolving like mist in the tangible presence of fear.

Huddled together in the dimly lit living room, the group exchanged nervous glances. Their eyes darted to the windows where shadows played tricks in the moonlight, to the walls that seemed too thin a barrier against the unknown. Laughter, once a balm for nerves, now felt hollow and strained. Each chuckle was laced with a tinge of hysteria, a sound trying desperately to fend off the reality of their situation.

"Maybe we should call someone," suggested Tyler, who always had a plan, but now his voice wavered betraying his usual confidence.

"Like who? The cops?" scoffed Sarah, her attempt at humor falling flat, her default sarcasm unable to mask the quiver of genuine concern.

"Let's just stay calm," Emily said, though her knuckles were white where they gripped Becca's arm.

"Stay calm?" Becca echoed, feeling the weight of her friends' stares heavy upon her. "I know what I saw." Her voice was firmer than she felt, the image of the lurking figure imprinted on the inside of her eyelids. "We can't just ignore this."

"Then we stick together," Jason stated, taking charge as he often did in times of crisis. "No one goes anywhere alone."

Their collective unease was a thick fog in the air, smothering and undeniable. The knocking continued, a sinister soundtrack to their mounting dread, as if whatever was outside knew it had already infiltrated the sanctity of their sanctuary with something far more insidious than mere physical presence—fear.

The knocking intensified, a rapid staccato that clawed at their composure. It was no longer the benign tap-tap of earlier, but an aggressive pounding that reverberated through the beach house’s bones. Becca felt the vibration under her feet, a sinister drumbeat syncing with the erratic thumps of her heart.

"Did it just get louder?" Emily's voice broke, her eyes darting to the door as if it might burst open any moment.

"Jesus, it sounds like they're trying to break in," Tyler muttered, pacing a tight circuit between the couch and the coffee table, his hands clenched into fists.

Sarah hugged herself, her earlier bravado crumbling as she chewed on her bottom lip, her gaze fixed on the rhythmic assault on the door. Each knock was a spike of adrenaline that pricked at their already frayed nerves.

Jason stood up abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. "This is messed up. This has to be some kind of sick joke."

But the laughter had died in their throats long ago, suffocated by the relentless banging that seemed to echo from every shadow-draped corner of the room. The sound was a living thing now, clawing its way into their sanctuary, relentless and demanding.

"Enough!" Becca’s voice cracked like a whip, silencing the knocks for a heartbeat before they resumed with redoubled fury. Her friends' faces were a tableau of horror, reflecting her own terror back at her. But amidst the cold gnaw of fear, a fiery knot of anger unfurled within her chest.

She stood, pushing away from the false safety of the group. "We can't let this... this thing keep terrorizing us." Becca's words were a declaration, a challenge to the darkness that pressed against the windows like a ravenous beast. "I'm going to end this."

"Becca, wait—" Emily reached out, but Becca sidestepped her grasp.

"No, Em. I can't stand here and wait for whatever sick game this is to escalate." Becca's hand found the doorknob, her palm slick with sweat. She turned to face her friends, her jaw set. "I need to know. We need to know. Who—or what—is doing this."

"Becca, please, think about this," Tyler said, his voice strained, but Becca shook her head.

"Thinking time is over. It's time to act." Her heart thundered a warning, but her resolve was ironclad. With a deep breath that did little to steady her trembling limbs, Becca twisted the knob. The door creaked ominously, a prelude to the answers that lay shrouded in the ink-black night beyond.

Becca's heartbeat thrummed in her ears, a staccato counterpoint to the steady knocking on the front door of the beach house. She sat upright on the couch, her book falling forgotten to her lap as she strained her eyes against the oppressive darkness outside the window. There it was again—a silhouette, barely discernible, but unmistakably human, standing just beyond the glass, a dark smudge against the moonlit sand.

"Who's there?" Her voice was a whisper lost in the cavernous room, swallowed by the howling wind that whipped around the house, carrying with it the briny scent of the sea and an undercurrent of something else—something unwelcome.

The knocking persisted, insistent, as if whoever—or whatever—stood at the door knew she was alone. Becca felt a cold shiver snake its way down her spine. This wasn't the first time strange things had happened since they'd arrived at the beach house, but it was the first time she couldn't shake off the feeling that something was terribly wrong.

With a resolve that belied her inner turmoil, Becca set her jaw and stood. The idea of cowering in fear was foreign
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