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Chapter 1 – The Return
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The bus stopped with a tired hiss, like it had been holding its breath for too long.

I was the only one who got off.

For a moment, I just stood there with my backpack hanging from one shoulder, watching the bus pull away. Its red lights faded down the narrow road, swallowed by trees and distance, until there was nothing left but silence. The kind of silence that doesn’t feel empty—only waiting.

Ravenwood hadn’t changed.

Or maybe it had changed in the worst way possible: by pretending it hadn’t.

The air smelled the same—wet soil, old leaves, and something faintly metallic, like rain even though the sky was clear. The road was still cracked, patched in uneven lines like scars that never healed right. The wooden sign at the edge of town leaned to the left, the paint peeling.

WELCOME TO RAVENWOOD
The word welcome was missing its last letter.
I hadn’t been back in twelve years.

I told myself that number didn’t matter. Twelve years, ten years, a lifetime—it all felt the same when the place you left never really let you go.

I adjusted my backpack and started walking.

There was no one around. No cars, no voices, not even a dog barking. Ravenwood had always been quiet, but this felt different. Like the town was holding its breath, the same way the bus had.

Each step felt heavier than it should have. Not because the road was long—it wasn’t—but because every corner brought back memories I hadn’t asked for.

The old grocery store stood on the left, its windows dusty but intact. The bell above the door was still there, though the glass was cracked. I remembered the sound it used to make when we ran in after school, laughing too loud, tracking mud onto the floor.

The playground was farther down, half-hidden by weeds. The swings creaked even though there was no wind. One of the chains was broken, hanging loose like it had simply given up.

I didn’t stop walking.

I told myself I was here for practical reasons. The house was legally mine now. Papers had been signed, documents mailed, decisions made from far away because that was easier than coming back.

But the truth was simpler and harder to admit.

I was here because the dreams hadn’t stopped.

They never did. No matter how far I went, no matter how busy I made myself, the same image returned again and again: a hallway, too long and too narrow, with a door at the end. A light behind it. Always on. Always waiting.

I tried not to think about that as the road curved toward the edge of town.

Our house stood there, just beyond the last streetlight.

It was smaller than I remembered.

Or maybe I was just bigger now.

The paint had faded to a dull gray, and parts of it had chipped away, revealing old wood beneath. The front porch sagged slightly in the middle, like it was tired of holding itself up. One of the windows on the second floor was darkened, the glass cloudy.

The yard was overgrown. Grass reached my knees, weeds twisting around the fence posts. The gate hung open, creaking softly when I pushed it.

I stopped at the edge of the yard.

For a second, I had the strange feeling that if I stepped forward, something irreversible would happen. Like crossing an invisible line.

I almost turned around.

But then the air shifted, just slightly, and the house seemed to lean toward me. Not physically—nothing moved—but the feeling was unmistakable. Like attention.

I swallowed and walked on.

Each step through the grass made a soft, whispering sound. The front door loomed closer, its surface scratched and weathered. The brass handle was dull, spotted with age.

My key fit perfectly.

That shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did.

The door opened with a low groan, protesting the movement. Dust hung in the air, catching the light from outside. The smell hit me immediately—old wood, stale air, and something underneath it all that made my chest tighten.

Memory.

I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

The house was quiet. No hum of electricity, no ticking clock. Just stillness so deep I could hear my own breathing, too loud in my ears.

The living room was exactly where it should be. The couch was gone, but its faded outline remained on the floor. A square of lighter wood marked where the coffee table used to sit. The walls were bare, but I could almost see the frames that once hung there, slightly crooked.

I dropped my backpack by the door.

“Okay,” I muttered, mostly to hear a human voice. “It’s just a house.”

The words didn’t help.

I walked deeper inside, my footsteps echoing softly. The kitchen was to the right, the counters empty, the sink dry. A single cup sat upside down near the edge, coated in dust.

I touched it without thinking.

The dust smeared under my fingers, leaving a clear mark. For a strange moment, it felt like the house noticed.

I pulled my hand back.

The hallway stretched out in front of me.

It felt longer than it should have been.

Three doors lined the left side—bathroom, storage, my old room. On the right was only one door near the end.

The back room.

I stopped.

I hadn’t planned to go there yet. I told myself I would unpack first, open windows, let air and light in. Do all the normal things people do when they move into a place.

But my feet didn’t listen.

I took one step into the hallway.

Then another.

The floorboards creaked softly beneath my weight, each sound echoing just a bit too long. The farther I went, the colder the air felt, brushing against my arms like unseen fingers.

I reached the door at the end.

It was closed.

That wasn’t right.

I stared at it, my heart beating faster for reasons I couldn’t fully explain. The door had never been closed before. Even after everything—especially after everything.

Slowly, I reached out and tried the handle.

It didn’t move.

Locked.

I stepped back, a sharp breath escaping me.

“No,” I whispered. “That’s not—”

I stopped myself.

This was stupid. Doors get locked. Old houses shift. Things change. Twelve years was a long time.

Still, unease settled deep in my stomach.

I turned away and went back down the hallway, trying not to rush. My old room felt safer, familiar. The door was slightly open, just like it always had been.

Inside, sunlight filtered through the dirty window, casting pale shapes on the floor. The room was empty, but it felt lighter somehow. Less heavy.

I sat down on the floor and let out a long breath.

I stayed there for a while, listening to the house. Waiting for it to do something.

Nothing happened.

Eventually, I unpacked. Not much—clothes, a notebook, my phone charger. There was no electricity yet, so everything felt temporary, like I wasn’t meant to stay long.

As evening crept in, the light outside shifted. Shadows stretched across the walls, changing familiar shapes into unfamiliar ones. I opened windows, but the air that came in felt thick, unmoving.

By the time the sun dipped below the trees, the house was filled with dim blue light.

I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at the doorway.

I kept thinking about the locked door.

I told myself I wouldn’t go back there tonight.

I told myself a lot of things.

Night fell quietly.

Too quietly.

I checked my phone. No signal. Not surprising, but still disappointing. I placed it face-down beside me and lay back, staring at the ceiling.

The house creaked as it cooled, soft pops and groans like distant footsteps. I counted them, trying to make sense of the sounds.

That was when it happened.

A soft click echoed through the house.

I sat up immediately.

My heart thudded hard against my ribs. The sound was clear, distinct, and unmistakable.

A switch.

Light spilled under the door at the end of the hallway.

I froze.

For a long moment, I didn’t breathe. I didn’t blink. I just stared at the thin line of pale yellow glow creeping across the floor, cutting through the darkness like a quiet accusation.

The back room light was on.

That wasn’t possible.

There was no electricity.

I swung my legs off the bed, my movements slow, careful. The house felt different now. Awake.

The hallway was darker than before, the contrast making the light at the end seem brighter than it should have been.

Each step toward it made my chest tighter.

The door was still closed.

Still locked.

Light leaked from beneath it anyway.

I stopped a few feet away, my hands shaking.

“Hello?” I called, my voice barely more than a breath.

No answer.

The light didn’t flicker. It didn’t dim.

It just stayed on.

I took one more step forward.

And then, from behind the door, came the faintest sound.

A whisper.

Not loud enough to hear the words. Not clear enough to understand.

But I knew one thing for certain.

It was waiting for me.

And it had been waiting a very long time.
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Chapter 2 – An Empty House
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I didn’t sleep.

I lay on my bed with my eyes open, staring at the faint outline of the ceiling while the light under the door at the end of the hallway stayed on. It didn’t flicker. It didn’t fade. It was steady, patient—like it knew I was awake.

I tried to convince myself it was a dream.

That idea lasted exactly three seconds.

Dreams don’t smell like old dust and cold air. They don’t make the floorboards creak in slow, deliberate patterns. They don’t leave your heart pounding long after you’ve told yourself to calm down.

At some point, I stopped listening for the whisper. I stopped listening for anything at all. I just waited for morning.

When dawn finally came, it arrived quietly, sliding pale light through the windows like it didn’t want to disturb whatever had claimed the house during the night.

The light under the door was gone.

I noticed it the moment my eyes adjusted.

I sat up slowly, my body stiff and heavy, as if I’d been holding myself tense all night. The hallway looked normal again—empty, dim, harmless.

Too harmless.

I stood and walked toward the door at the end, my footsteps cautious. When I reached it, I crouched down and pressed my fingers to the gap beneath.

Cold wood. Dust. No warmth.

No light.

I tried the handle again.

Locked.

Of course.

I let out a shaky breath and stood. The house felt different in daylight, but not in the way I’d hoped. The shadows were softer, but the silence was heavier. Like the walls were listening more closely now that I could see them.

I opened more windows, letting thin slices of sunlight spill across the floors. Dust motes danced in the air, slow and lazy. The house looked abandoned again—empty, ordinary.

I almost laughed.

“Right,” I muttered. “Empty.”

My stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning. I grabbed my jacket and stepped outside, locking the front door behind me. The click of the lock sounded louder than it should have.

The town was awake now.

Barely.

A man stood outside the grocery store, sweeping the same patch of sidewalk over and over. He glanced up when he saw me, his broom pausing mid-motion. His eyes lingered for a second too long before he looked away.

I walked past him anyway.

Inside, the store smelled like cardboard and cleaning solution. The shelves were half-full, stocked with basics. A bell chimed softly as I entered.

The woman behind the counter looked up, then froze.

Her smile faltered.

“Oh,” she said after a moment. “You’re... back.”

The way she said it made the word sound heavier than it should have been.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Just arrived yesterday.”

She nodded slowly, her eyes flicking to the door, then back to me. “How long are you staying?”

“I’m not sure,” I said honestly. “I have the
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