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The House That Didn’t Greet Me

The house did not look abandoned.

That was the first thing Elias noticed as he stood at the edge of the gravel driveway, one hand wrapped around the strap of his worn duffel bag. No broken windows. No sagging roof. No wild vines crawling up the walls like grasping fingers. It stood upright and composed, its paint a pale, tired gray that might once have been white. The windows were clean, reflecting the late afternoon sky with unsettling clarity.

It looked... maintained.

And yet, it did not feel welcoming.

There was no sense of arrival, no invisible acknowledgment that someone had come home. The air felt unchanged by his presence, as though the house had not noticed him at all.

Elias shifted his weight and listened.

Nothing.

No birds in the trees. No distant traffic. Even the wind seemed to hesitate around the structure, bending elsewhere, leaving the space in front of the house unnaturally still. He checked his phone out of habit, even though he knew there was no signal here. Three bars flickered briefly before dropping to none.

Of course.

He slid the phone back into his pocket and walked forward, gravel crunching beneath his boots with a sharpness that felt too loud. Each step sounded like an intrusion. The house loomed larger as he approached, its front door centered perfectly, painted the same dull gray as the walls, with a brass handle that caught the light without warmth.

No welcome mat.

That detail struck him harder than it should have.

Most houses had something—Welcome, Home Sweet Home, or at least a faded rectangle where a mat used to be. This door had nothing. Just bare wood and a thin line of shadow beneath it.

Elias paused with his hand hovering inches from the handle.

He waited.

He wasn’t sure why.

Some part of him expected something to happen the moment he touched it. A sound. A shift. A click beyond the simple mechanics of a latch. His chest tightened with the anticipation of resistance.

But the door opened easily.

Too easily.

It swung inward without a creak, revealing a narrow entryway bathed in dim, natural light. The air inside was cool, carrying a faint scent of dust and old wood, but nothing rotten or decayed. The house did not smell abandoned either.

It smelled... paused.

Elias stepped inside.

The door closed behind him with a soft, final sound.

He stood still, listening again. His breathing sounded foreign here, too present. The walls did not echo it back. The silence absorbed the noise as though it had been waiting for it.

The entryway led into a small living room. Sparse furniture occupied the space: a couch upholstered in muted brown fabric, a low coffee table with a single scratch running diagonally across its surface, a bookshelf half-filled with books that did not appear to belong to any one genre or era. There was a lamp beside the couch, unplugged, its shade tilted slightly to the left.

Everything looked arranged.

Not decorated. Not personalized.

Arranged.

Elias walked farther in, setting his bag down near the couch. His footsteps felt heavier on the wooden floor than they should have been, each one landing with a dull thud rather than a hollow knock. He crouched and pressed his palm flat against the floorboards.

Solid. Cold.

No give.

He straightened and exhaled slowly, trying to shake the growing sense of unease. You wanted quiet, he reminded himself. This is quiet.

He moved toward the window and looked outside. The trees surrounding the property stood tall and dense, their leaves barely stirring. The gravel driveway curved away and disappeared behind a cluster of bushes, cutting the house off from the road entirely.

Isolated.

Good.

That had been the point.

Elias turned back to the room and noticed the clock on the wall.

It was small, circular, with black hands and no numbers. Just smooth white space marking time without guidance. The second hand ticked softly, the sound barely audible but persistent, like a whisper he couldn’t quite understand.

He checked his watch.

The clock was one minute behind.

That wasn’t unusual. Plenty of clocks ran late. Still, he found himself staring at it longer than necessary, watching the second hand make its slow, obedient journey around the empty face.

When his watch clicked over to the next minute, the wall clock lagged behind, stubbornly unmoved.

Elias looked away first.

The kitchen lay beyond the living room, partially visible through a wide doorway. It was clean—unnervingly so. The counters were bare except for a single ceramic mug resting beside the sink. White. Unchipped. As though someone had placed it there deliberately, then left.

He picked it up.

It was cold.

He set it back down and opened the cabinets. Plates. Glasses. Utensils. All neatly arranged, none missing. The refrigerator hummed quietly when he opened it, its interior empty but clean, shelves wiped down to a dull shine.

Someone had prepared this house.

Not for living.

For occupying.

Elias rubbed his arms, suddenly aware of the chill creeping beneath his skin. He moved through the rest of the house methodically, as though cataloging it might grant him some sense of control.

A narrow hallway branched off from the living room, leading to two bedrooms and a bathroom. The first bedroom was empty except for a bed frame and a mattress wrapped in clear plastic. No sheets. No pillows. The second bedroom was smaller, clearly meant to be an office or storage room. A desk stood against the far wall, its surface bare except for a closed notebook.

Elias stopped.

The notebook was black, its cover unmarked.

He approached slowly, fingers brushing the edge of the desk before lifting the notebook. It felt heavier than he expected. He opened it.

Blank.

Every page pristine, untouched.

He flipped through several more, frowning. No impressions. No faint ink bleed-through. Nothing to suggest it had ever been used.

He closed it and set it back exactly where he’d found it, a faint sense of disappointment settling in his chest for reasons he couldn’t explain.

The bathroom was last. Functional. Ordinary. The mirror reflected his face without distortion, his expression more tired than afraid. He stared at himself, searching for something unfamiliar.

Nothing looked wrong.

That bothered him more than anything else.

By the time he returned to the living room, the light outside had begun to fade. Shadows stretched across the floor at odd angles, pooling in corners where they seemed reluctant to move. Elias unpacked slowly, placing his few belongings with deliberate care. Clothes in the bedroom. Books on the shelf. Toiletries in the bathroom.

He left the notebook untouched.

As evening settled in, the silence deepened.

It wasn’t just the absence of sound—it was the presence of it. A thick, pressing quiet that seemed to push against his ears, demanding attention. Elias sat on the couch, hands clasped loosely in his lap, listening to the clock tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Each second felt slightly too long.

He checked his watch again.

The clock was still one minute behind.

He stood and approached it, studying the simple design. There was no brand name, no visible way to adjust the time without removing it from the wall. He reached up and lifted it gently.

The ticking stopped immediately.

The sudden silence felt like a held breath.

Elias froze, heart pounding. He waited for something—anything—to replace the sound. A creak. A shift. A subtle acknowledgment of his interference.

Nothing came.

He turned the clock over. The battery compartment was empty.

His stomach tightened.

He flipped it back around.

The second hand twitched.

Then it began to move again.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Elias stared at it for a long moment before carefully hanging it back in place. He stepped away, pulse racing, and forced himself to laugh under his breath.

“Old houses,” he muttered to no one.

The word old felt inadequate.

Night fell quickly after that. Elias ate a simple meal from the supplies he’d brought, the sound of his chewing echoing louder than it should have in the quiet kitchen. He washed his dishes and placed them on the rack, aligning them neatly without thinking.

When he returned to the living room, the lamp beside the couch caught his eye.

He didn’t remember plugging it in.

Still, when he reached down and twisted the switch, the bulb flickered to life, casting a warm pool of light that did little to dispel the shadows clinging to the edges of the room.

Elias sat back down.

The house remained silent.

Too silent.

He found himself listening for patterns—waiting for the house to reveal some rhythm, some proof that it was alive in a way buildings shouldn’t be. His thoughts drifted despite his efforts to anchor them.

He thought about why he’d come here.

About the city he’d left behind. The noise. The constant pressure of voices and expectations. The way silence had become something he craved, something he believed might finally let him rest.

But this silence felt different.

This silence felt like observation.

A soft sound reached his ears.

Elias stiffened.

It was faint—so faint he might have imagined it. A subtle shift, like fabric brushing against wood. He held his breath, listening.

There it was again.

Not a step.

Not a voice.

More like... movement without direction.

He stood slowly, every muscle tense. The sound seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, slipping between the walls rather than traveling through the air.

“Hello?” he called.

His voice sounded wrong here, stretched thin and fragile.

No answer.

The sound did not repeat.

Elias waited several seconds before sitting back down, his heart still racing. He told himself it was the house settling, wood adjusting to the drop in temperature. That explanation felt reasonable enough to cling to.

Yet even as he tried to relax, the sensation lingered.

The feeling that the house had almost responded.

Later, lying in bed, Elias stared up at the ceiling, tracing faint cracks in the plaster that formed no recognizable patterns. The room was dark, the silence heavier than before. He counted his breaths, then the seconds between the ticking of the clock in the next room.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

At some point, exhaustion dragged him toward sleep.

Just as his eyes began to close, he felt it.

A shift.

Not in the room.

In himself.

A sudden, inexplicable certainty that something had changed—not when he arrived, not when night fell, but now. As though the house had been waiting for this moment, for him to stop watching.

Elias opened his eyes.

The darkness remained unchanged.

Yet he could not shake the feeling that the house had finally noticed him.

And it was listening.
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Sounds With No Direction

Elias woke to the sound of breathing.

It was close.

Not loud—never loud—but present in the way certain things announced themselves without permission. A soft, steady rhythm just beyond the reach of his own inhale and exhale. For one disorienting moment, he thought it was his own breath echoing back at him, delayed somehow by the quiet.

Then he realized it was not in sync.

His eyes snapped open.

Darkness pressed in from every direction, thick and absolute. The room was unchanged, yet something in it felt occupied. Elias lay still, heart hammering against his ribs, afraid that even the smallest movement might confirm what he was not ready to know.

He listened.

The sound faded.

No abrupt stop. No final exhale. It simply... thinned, like mist dissolving in air.

Elias swallowed and slowly sat up. The mattress creaked softly beneath him, the sound far too loud in the silence. He waited for the breathing to return.

It did not.

He reached for the lamp on the bedside table and flicked it on. Warm light flooded the room, revealing the same bare walls, the same cracks in the ceiling. Nothing out of place. Nothing watching him back.

“Just a dream,” he whispered.

The words felt rehearsed.

He checked his watch. 5:42 a.m.

Too early to feel rested. Too late to fall back asleep.

Elias swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood, rubbing his face with both hands. The floor beneath
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