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​Prologue - It Lives in Her
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The house had been quiet for weeks, but that night the silence felt different. It pressed against the walls like a living thing, thick and heavy, as if the air itself was holding its breath. Sonya lay awake in the dark, staring at the ceiling while shadows drifted across it in slow, uneasy shapes. Sleep had abandoned her long ago. Grief had taken its place. She rolled onto her side and her hand moved to her stomach before she could stop it. The gesture still came without thought, a reflex from a life she no longer had. The doctor had said the pain would fade with time. The doctor had been wrong.

A coldness settled over her, not on her skin but deep inside her chest, a hollow ache that never left. She pulled the blanket up to her chin, but the chill stayed. It lives in her now.

On the nightstand sat a framed photograph from years ago. Sonya, Adam, and Jordan at their high school graduation. Adam had his arm around her waist, smiling like he already knew she belonged to him. Sonya leaned into him, bright-eyed and certain of the future. Jordan stood just behind them, smiling too, though his eyes held something softer, something he never said out loud.

Back then everything had felt simple. Certain. Safe. Now the house felt like a stranger. Sonya closed her eyes, trying to breathe through the ache that never left her. Adam had stopped coming to bed weeks ago. He said he needed space. He said she was too sad, as if grief were a choice she made to inconvenience him. She tried not to think about the night he came to her while she was still recovering, still bleeding emotionally, still barely able to stand. The way he touched her like nothing had happened. The way he grew irritated when she pushed him away. She tried not to think about how alone she had felt afterward. A tear slid down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly, angry at herself for crying again. She was tired of being fragile, tired of being empty, and tired of feeling like a ghost in her own home.

The air shifted. A soft creak echoed from the hallway. The creak was slow and deliberate. It was not the house settling or the wind. Sonya's breath was shaky. She lifted her head slightly, listening. Nothing. Just silence. She lay back down, exhaling shakily. Her mind was playing tricks on her again.

The therapist had warned her this could happen. Grief could distort reality. It could make shadows seem alive. It could make loneliness sound like whispers. She closed her eyes. A moment later she heard it. A voice. It was soft... close...

Right beside her ear. “Sonya.”

Her eyes flew open. She sat up, heart pounding, scanning the room. The lamp on the dresser flickered once, then steadied. The shadows on the walls seemed to pulse, stretching and shrinking like they were breathing.

She swallowed hard. “Adam?” Her voice cracked. No answer. The house remained still. She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to calm her racing heartbeat. She was imagining things. She had to be. She hadn’t slept properly in weeks. Her mind was exhausted, fragile, fraying at the edges. She lay back down slowly. The mattress dipped behind her. Just slightly. As if someone had sat on the edge. Her breath trembled. She didn’t turn around. She couldn’t. The voice came again, softer this time, almost tender. “You weren’t meant to lose anything.”

Her blood turned to ice. Tears welled in her eyes, but she didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. She didn’t dare blink. Because deep down, beneath the grief and the exhaustion and the hollow ache in her chest, she knew one thing with absolute certainty. That voice wasn’t hers. And she wasn’t alone in the dark.
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​Chapter 1 - The Cadence
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Sonya always believed her life had a cadence to it, a gentle current that carried her from one season to the next. She had grown up in a small town where everyone knew everyone, where the same families lived on the same streets for generations, where the world felt predictable and safe. She never questioned that safety. She never imagined it could be taken from her. She met Adam when she was fourteen. He was the boy every girl noticed, tall and confident with a smile that made teachers forgive him for anything. Sonya was quieter, softer, the kind of girl who sat in the back of the classroom and doodled in the margins of her notebooks. She never expected him to look at her. But he did. He always did.

Their first conversation happened in the hallway outside the science lab. She dropped her books and he helped her pick them up. Their hands brushed. She blushed. He smiled. It was simple, innocent, the kind of moment that feels small at the time but becomes monumental in memory.

Jordan was there too. He had been Sonya’s friend since they were five. They grew up on the same road together. Jordan was the boy who shared his lunch with her when she forgot hers, the boy who walked her home when it rained, the boy who always seemed to be standing just behind her in every group photo. He saw the way Adam looked at her that day. He saw the way Sonya’s cheeks flushed. He knew, even then, that something had shifted.

Adam and Sonya became inseparable. They sat together at lunch. They studied together. They went to football games and school dances and late-night drives down back roads with the windows down and the music loud. Everyone said they were perfect for each other. Everyone said they would last forever. Jordan said nothing. He smiled and laughed and stayed close, but he never spoke the truth that lived quietly in his chest. He loved her. He always had. But he loved her happiness more. After high school, Sonya and Adam went to college together. They chose the same university, the same dorm building, the same major. They built a life side by side, studying late into the night, sharing cheap meals, dreaming about the future. They talked about marriage. They talked about children. They talked about growing old together.

Jordan went to the same college too. He told everyone it was because they had a good program for his degree, but the truth was simpler. He couldn’t imagine a life where Sonya wasn’t at least somewhere nearby. He never interfered. He never confessed. He watched from a distance, always respectful, always loyal. Sonya and Adam married the summer after graduation. It was a small ceremony in her parents’ backyard. White lights hung from the trees. Fireflies drifted through the air. Sonya wore a simple lace dress and Adam couldn’t take his eyes off her. Jordan stood in the second row, clapping with everyone else, smiling even though his heart felt like it was being pulled apart thread by thread.

For years, their marriage was everything Sonya had dreamed it would be. Adam was attentive and affectionate. He brought her flowers for no reason. He cooked dinner on Fridays. He kissed her forehead every morning before work. They talked about starting a family. They painted the spare bedroom a soft shade of yellow. They picked out names. Sonya felt whole. She felt chosen. She felt safe. Then the miscarriage happened. It was early, only a few months in, but the loss hit her like a physical blow. One moment she was imagining tiny clothes and baby shoes and the sound of a heartbeat. The next she was lying in a cold exam room, staring at a ceiling that felt too bright, listening to a doctor speak in a voice that sounded far away.

She remembered Adam’s hand in hers. She remembered how tightly she held it. She remembered the silence that followed. The grief settled into her bones. It lived in her chest like a stone she couldn’t lift. She cried in the shower so Adam wouldn’t hear. She cried in the car on the way to the grocery store. She cried at night when she thought he was asleep.

But Adam wasn’t grieving the same way. He grew distant. Irritable. Restless. He stopped touching her. He stopped talking to her. He stopped looking at her the way he used to.

One night, while she was still recovering, still fragile, still bleeding emotionally and physically, he came to her. He touched her like nothing had happened. Like she wasn’t shattered inside. She told him no. She told him she couldn’t. He grew frustrated. He didn’t yell, but the anger in his eyes was enough to make her shrink into herself. He left the room without another word. Sonya cried until she couldn’t breathe.

Jordan noticed the change before anyone else. He stopped by one afternoon with coffee and a bag of groceries. He said he was headed home, but she knew he was supposed to be at work. He saw the exhaustion in her eyes. He saw the way her hands trembled. He saw the way she forced a smile. He didn’t ask questions. He didn’t push. He simply sat with her at the kitchen table, talking about nothing and everything, giving her a moment of peace she didn’t know she needed.

When he left, she almost asked him to stay.

The weeks that followed blurred together. Sonya drifted through the days like a ghost. She stopped painting. She stopped reading. She stopped caring about the things that once brought her joy. The house felt colder. The nights felt longer. The silence felt heavier. Adam stayed out later and later. He said he was working overtime. He said he needed space. He said she was suffocating him with her sadness.

Sonya didn’t argue. She didn’t have the strength.

One evening, she found herself standing in the doorway of the nursery they had painted together. The soft yellow walls looked sickly in the dim light. The crib they had ordered sat in pieces on the floor. A tiny pair of socks lay folded on the dresser. She picked them up and held them to her chest, her body shaking with silent sobs. She didn’t hear Adam come in behind her.

He stood in the doorway, watching her. His expression was unreadable. She wiped her eyes quickly, embarrassed, ashamed of her grief.

He sighed, long and heavy. “You can’t keep doing this.”

Sonya looked at him, confused. “Doing what?”

“Coming in this room and dwelling on the past. You have to move on.”

Move on.

As if it were that simple.

As if she hadn’t lost a piece of herself.

She didn’t respond, just blankly stared at him.

Adam walked away, leaving her alone in the half-finished nursery.

That night, Sonya lay awake long after Adam had fallen asleep on the couch. She stared at the ceiling, listening to the hum of the refrigerator, the ticking of the clock, the distant sound of a car passing on the street. Her mind felt heavy, foggy, like she was sinking into something she couldn’t escape. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe. A whisper brushed against her ear.

Sonya.

She sat up, heart pounding. The room was dark. Still. Silent. She told herself it was her imagination. She told herself it was grief. She told herself anything that would keep her from falling apart completely. But deep down, she knew something had shifted.
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​Chapter 2 - The Fracture
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Something had entered the cracks in her heart. Something had found her in the dark. And it wasn’t going to leave. Sonya lay awake long after the whisper faded, staring at the ceiling as the early morning light crept into the room. She felt hollow, as if something had scooped out the center of her chest and left her skin behind to pretend she was still whole. Her thoughts drifted in slow, heavy circles, never settling long enough for her to understand them. She didn’t know how long she lay there before her phone vibrated on the nightstand. The sound startled her. It felt too loud for the quiet room, too sharp for the fog she was trapped in. She reached for it with a hand that didn’t feel like hers. Jordan’s name glowed on the screen. Her stomach tightened. Jordan never called this early. He rarely called at all. 

She answered. “Hello?”

There was a pause. A long one. She could hear him breathing, slow and uneven.

“Sonya,” he said finally. His voice was low, strained. “Are you awake?”

She pushed herself upright, her hair falling over her face. “Yeah. What’s wrong?”

Another pause. A heavy one.

“Jordan?” He exhaled shakily. 

“I need to tell you something.  And I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry.” Her breath caught.

“What happened?”

“I saw Adam.”

Her pulse jumped. “Okay... and?”

“He wasn’t alone.”

The room seemed to tilt. Sonya gripped the blanket, her fingers digging into the fabric.

“Who was he with?” Her voice came out thin.

Jordan hesitated. She could hear him swallow.

“Her name is Ellie.”

The name meant nothing, yet everything. Sonya felt the world narrow to a single point. Her throat tightened. “Are you sure?”

“I wouldn’t call you unless I was,” he said softly. “I watched them for a while. I needed to be certain.”

Her breath trembled. “What were they doing?”

“They were walking together. Talking. Laughing. He had his hand on her back.”

Sonya closed her eyes. The ache in her chest deepened, spreading like wild fire. 

Jordan’s voice softened. “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t cry. She didn’t scream. She didn’t speak. She sat there in silence, staring at the wall, feeling something inside her fracture.

“Sonya?” Jordan whispered. “Talk to me.”

She forced herself to inhale. “Where were they?”

“Downtown. Near the coffee shop. They went into that little bookstore on Main.” Her stomach twisted.

“I’m coming over,” Jordan said suddenly. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

“No,” she whispered. “Not yet.”

“Sonya.....”

“I need a minute.”

He didn’t like it. She could hear it in the way he breathed.

“Call me if you need anything.”

She hung up before he could say more. The silence that followed felt different from the silence she had lived in for weeks. This one had weight. This one had teeth. She stood slowly, her legs unsteady. She walked to the bathroom and turned on the light. The brightness stung her eyes. She looked at herself in the mirror. She didn’t recognize the woman staring back. Her skin was pale. Her eyes were hollow. Her hair hung in tangled waves. She looked like someone who had been living underwater, drowning quietly while the world moved on without her.

A faint whisper brushed the back of her mind. 

You knew this was coming. 

She gripped the sink. “No.”

He left you long before you noticed. 

She gasped. She turned away from the mirror. She needed to see it for herself. She needed the truth, even if it destroyed her. She grabbed her keys and walked out the door. The morning air was cool against her skin. The sky was pale blue, streaked with thin clouds. Birds chirped in the trees. The world looked peaceful, unaware of the storm inside her. She drove toward downtown, her mind racing. She replayed Jordan’s words over and over. 

Laughing.

Touching.

Together.

She parked across from the bookstore and waited. Minutes passed.  People walked by, sipping coffee, carrying bags, and chatting. None of them were Adam. She exhaled shakily. Maybe she had missed him. Maybe she should go home. Then she saw him. Adam stepped out of the bookstore with a woman beside him. Ellie. She was younger than Sonya expected. Pretty. Bright-eyed. Her hair fell in soft curls around her shoulders. She laughed at something Adam said, her hand brushing his arm. Sonya’s heart stopped. Adam smiled at Ellie. A real smile. The kind he hadn’t given Sonya in months.

Sonya felt something inside her crack open again. A deeper fracture. A darker one. She watched as Adam placed his hand on Ellie’s lower back, guiding her toward the parking lot. Ellie leaned into him, her smile soft and warm. Sonya’s vision blurred. The whisper slid through her mind like a blade.

He replaced you easily.

Her breath trembled.

He wanted her more.

She closed her eyes, tears slipping down her cheeks. When she opened them again, Adam and Ellie were gone. But the whisper remained.

You know what he chose.

She drove home in silence, her hands numb on the steering wheel. The world outside her windows looked washed out, drained of color.

She stepped inside the house and leaned against the door, her breath trembling. The whisper returned.

He never loved you the way you loved him.

She pressed her hands to her ears, but it didn’t help. The voice wasn’t coming from outside. It was inside her. She walked into the living room and sat on the couch, pulling her knees to her chest. Her phone buzzed. Jordan. Are you home? She typed back. Yes. I’m coming. She didn’t argue. Minutes later, a knock sounded at the door.

“Sonya?” Jordan’s voice was soft. 

“It’s me.” She opened the door.

Jordan’s expression tightened when he saw her. “Oh, Sonya.”

She stepped aside, and he walked in. They stood in the living room, facing each other. Jordan didn’t speak at first. He just looked at her, his eyes full of something she couldn’t name.

She swallowed. “I saw them.”

Jordan nodded slowly. “I’m sorry.”

“He touched her.”

“I know.”

“He smiled at her.”

“I know.”

“He hasn’t smiled at me in months.”

Jordan’s voice softened. “That isn’t your fault.”

She looked away. “It feels like it is.”

“It isn’t.”

She wrapped her arms around herself. “I don’t know what to do.”

Jordan stepped closer. “You don’t have to do anything right now. You just need to breathe.”

She closed her eyes, leaning into the warmth of his presence. For a moment, she felt steady. Then the whisper slid through her mind again.

He will leave you too.

She flinched.

Jordan noticed. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.

“You’re shaking.”

“I’m just tired.”

Jordan didn’t believe her, but he didn’t push. “Do you want me to stay?”

She hesitated.bThe whisper curled around her thoughts.

You don’t need him.

Her voice came out thin. “I don’t know.”

“Then I’ll stay until you do.”

She looked at him, tears gathering in her eyes. “Thank you.”

He gave her a small, sad smile. “Always.”

The word lingered in the air. Jordan sat beside her, leaving a respectful space between them. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t crowd her. He simply stayed.

The minutes stretched into an hour. The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the room. The house grew dim. Jordan eventually leaned his head back, his eyes drifting closed. He wasn’t asleep, but he was close. Sonya watched him. He looked tired. Worried. Loyal.

Her chest ached. The whisper slid through her mind again, softer this time. He will leave you too.

She closed her eyes.“No,” she whispered.

Jordan stirred. “What?”

She opened her eyes quickly. “Nothing. I’m just thinking.” 

He nodded, though he looked uneasy. The room fell silent again. Sonya stared at the wall, her mind drifting into a fog she couldn’t escape. Adam had chosen someone else. Jordan was here, but she didn’t know how long that would last. Her grief was swallowing her whole.

Her mind was cracking open. And something inside her was waiting....

Watching.....

Growing...

The whisper curled around her thoughts like smoke. 

You are mine.

Jordan opened his eyes. “Sonya?”

She didn’t answer. Because for the first time, she wasn’t sure the voice in her head was hers.
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​Chapter 3 - The Passenger
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Grief had carved deep hollows into the afternoon light filtering weakly through the living room curtains. Sonya remained motionless on the edge of the couch, knees drawn tightly to her chest. The vivid image of Adam’s hand resting possessively on Ellie’s lower back refused to fade. It looped endlessly in her mind like a cruel film reel, each shared laugh cutting deeper into the raw wound left by months of emotional abandonment.

Jordan had stayed as long as he could, his presence a quiet anchor, but eventually he left with a promise to check on her later. His texts began arriving shortly after, gentle messages, asking if she was okay, if she needed anything, if she wanted company. Sonya stared at the screen but did not reply. The voice inside her head had grown louder, more insistent, drowning out everything else.

He cannot help you now. This path is yours alone.

The words wrapped around her thoughts like smoke, seductive and cold. Sonya stood slowly, legs unsteady, and grabbed her keys. Something pulled her toward the door, a magnetic force she no longer fought. The drive through town felt dreamlike, streetlights blurring past as her hands gripped the wheel with unnatural steadiness.

She found Ellie’s address through a quick search on her phone, the voice guiding her with precise directions. Parking across the street from the modest house, Sonya killed the engine and waited in the pale moonlight. Lights glowed warmly in the windows. Ellie moved inside, a silhouette of carefree youth that twisted something deep in Sonya’s chest.

See what he chose instead of you.

Hours passed. Jordan’s texts continued, growing more concerned, but Sonya ignored them all. The voice praised her silence, feeding on her isolation. When Adam’s car finally pulled up, Sonya caught her breath.  He stepped out, smiling in a way she hadn’t seen in months, and Ellie met him at the door with easy affection. They disappeared inside together, laughter drifting faintly through the night air.

The entity surged with dark satisfaction.

They think they are safe. They are not.

Sonya sat motionless for a long time, watching the house. The voice whispered instructions, planting ideas that grew sharper with every passing minute. When the lights finally dimmed, it urged her closer. She stepped out of the car, moving like someone in a trance, feet carrying her across the street toward Ellie’s front porch.

The night air felt thick, heavy with anticipation. Sonya stood in the shadows near the side of the house, listening to muffled voices inside. The voice grew bolder, pushing her toward darker thoughts, toward action.

She took what was yours. Make her understand what she has done.

Jordan called then. The phone vibrated in her pocket, his name flashing on the screen. For a moment Sonya hesitated, the last thread of her old self pulling at her. But the entity tightened its hold, and she let the call go to voicemail. His message came through moments later, voice strained with worry.

“Sonya, please talk to me. I’m scared for you.”

She deleted it without listening fully. The voice purred approval.

Good. He interferes too much.

The dark was growing. Sonya remained hidden, watching, waiting. The entity fed her fragments of rage and grief, weaving them into a cold resolve. When she finally returned to her car, something fundamental had shifted. The darkness no longer whispered suggestions. It directed her steps with growing confidence.

Driving home through empty streets, Sonya felt the presence coiling tighter inside her mind. The house welcomed her back with a low creak as she stepped inside, as if acknowledging a new alliance. She moved through the rooms like a ghost, the voice replaying the night’s events, praising her restraint while promising more power in the future.

This is only the beginning. You are becoming what you were always meant to be.

Sleep came in uneasy fragments filled with dreams of shadows reaching through walls and Ellie’s face twisted in fear. When she woke near dawn, the voice was waiting, calm and certain.

Tonight you took the first real step. There will be more.

Sonya stood at the window, staring out at the quiet street. Jordan’s truck was nowhere in sight, but she knew he would return, worried and persistent. The entity already had plans for him too.

The morning light brought no comfort. Sonya moved through the house with a new, eerie calmness. Small signs of the entity’s growing influence appeared, objects slightly out of place, sudden cold spots in familiar rooms, whispers echoing faintly from empty hallways. She no longer fought them. Instead, she listened.

Jordan arrived later that morning, concern etched deeply into his features. “You didn’t answer my calls. I was worried.”

Sonya offered a small, distant smile. “I’m fine. You don’t need to keep checking on me.”

He studied her carefully, sensing the change but unable to name it. “Something’s different. Talk to me, Sonya.”

The voice whispered warnings, and she pushed him away gently but firmly. “I just need space right now.

I need to try to get my life back in order. I don't need a babysitter.”

Jordan didn't respond; he just left reluctantly, glancing back at the house as he drove away. Alone once more, Sonya felt the entity’s approval wash over her like cold water.

He will keep trying. But you are already beyond his reach.

The day passed in a haze of half-remembered moments. Sonya lost small pockets of time, minutes, then nearly an hour, finding herself in different rooms without memory of how she got there. The voice filled those gaps, showing her visions of Ellie’s house, of Adam’s betrayal, of the power that waited if she only surrendered fully.

By evening the pull toward Ellie’s house returned stronger than before. The entity guided her once more, urging her to finish what had begun. Sonya resisted at the edges of her mind, but the darkness was patient and relentless.

You opened the door. Now walk through it.

Sonya parked across the street once again. She watched and waited for the perfect moment to strike. Sonya's mind was fighting to just go home and let it be, but the entity would not let her. It held its tight grip on her. 

Sonya doesn't remember driving home. In fact she didn't remember anything. But something in her felt satisfied. It was a hunger that was finally fed. For now at least.

Jordan continued texting, his messages a lifeline she no longer reached for. The loyal friend who had always stood just behind her in every photo was now on the outside, watching helplessly as Sonya slipped further into the embrace of something ancient and hungry. The descent had truly begun.
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​Chapter 4 - The Debt Paid
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​Morning arrived gray and heavy, the kind of northern light that offered no warmth and cast everything in low, bruised clouds. The damp, humid fog from the nearby creek beds clung to the windowpanes, blurring the outside world into a smudge of dull charcoal. Inside the kitchen, the silence was total, save for the rhythmic, tinny buzz of the local news broadcast playing from a smartphone resting on the edge of the linoleum table.  

​Sonya sat perfectly still in the dark, staring at the screen with her chin resting in her hands. The volume was low, but every syllable cut through the freezing air of the house with surgical precision. The anchor’s voice was flat, carrying the practiced solemnity reserved for small-town tragedies:  

​“...Ellie Carter, a twenty-four-year-old resident and local bookstore employee, was found deceased in her downtown apartment early this morning. First responders were called to the scene by a family member after she failed to arrive for her shift. Authorities are currently characterizing the incident as a suspected sudden heart attack, noting it as highly unexpected for a woman of her age and health. Investigators have stated that no signs of foul play are suspected at this time, though an autopsy is pending...”  

​Sonya felt strangely calm...too calm. A quiet, heavy serenity had settled over her shoulders like a thick wool blanket, completely muffling the raw, jagged edges of the grief and blinding rage that had consumed her the night before. She didn't blink. She didn't gasp. She simply reached out with a hand that felt remarkably steady and tapped the screen to lock the phone, plunging the kitchen back into darkness.  

​The voice inside her head purred with a deep, liquid satisfaction. The words brought no horror to her mind, only a cold, logical acceptance.  

​She took what was yours. The debt has been balanced.

​Sonya stood up slowly, her movements deliberate, mechanical, and entirely unhurried. For the first time in weeks, the heavy stone in her chest didn't feel like a burden; it felt like an anchor, holding her down so securely that the world couldn't make her drift anymore. She walked over to the counter and began to brew a pot of coffee she had absolutely no intention of drinking. She just wanted the noise of it, the rhythmic bubbling, the hiss of steam, to fill the empty space.  

​The events of the previous night felt incredibly distant now, like a film she had watched through a frosted window, or a story that had happened to someone else entirely. She could remember the physical mechanics of it: grabbing her keys, the cool steering wheel beneath her palms, driving through the empty, dreamlike streets downtown. She remembered parking across from Ellie’s house, watching the warm yellow light inside, and seeing the silhouette of the girl who had taken her husband's smiles. But what came after she stepped out into the shadows of the front porch remained wrapped in a comfortable, dense darkness. A protective fog. She didn't want to dig into that darkness, and the entity wouldn't let her anyway.  

​A soft, hesitant knock at the front door pulled her from her thoughts.  

​Sonya didn't startle. Her heart kept its slow normal beat as she walked down the hallway. When she pulled the heavy wood door open, Jordan was standing on the porch. The morning mist swirled around his boots. His face was entirely drained of color, his jaw clenched so tightly the muscles in his cheeks twitched, and his eyes were etched with a frantic, sleepless worry. It was obvious the news had already torn through town and reached him.  

​"Sonya," he said, his voice raw. He didn't wait for her to invite him in; he simply stepped past her into the hallway, his boots clicking loudly against the hardwood floor. "Did you hear? Have you looked at your phone? It’s about Ellie."  

​She closed the door behind him with a soft click, her expression entirely neutral, her face an unreadable slate. "Yes," she said, her voice matching the flatness of the gray morning. "A heart attack, they said on the news."  

​Jordan stopped dead in the middle of the hallway and spun around to face her. He searched her eyes, his own widening as he looked for the panic, the confusion, or the shock that should have been tearing her apart. Instead, he found nothing but a vast, freezing stillness. His concern deepened into a cold, immediate unease.  

​"You seem... calm," he muttered, his voice dropping an octave. "Sonya, she’s dead. The girl from the bookstore. The girl Adam was...."  

​"I am calm," she interrupted simply, cutting him off without a shred of anger.  

​She walked past him into the kitchen to pour the coffee she didn't want. Jordan lingered in the doorway of the living room, his eyes tracking her every movement like a detective trying to spot a tell. He looked exhausted, his flannel shirt wrinkled, his hair messy from running his hands through it.  

​"I tried calling you last night, Sonya," he pressed, his voice rising slightly as he followed her into the kitchen. "Multiple times. Your phone went straight to voicemail. I drove by here around midnight, and the whole house was dark, but your car was parked crooked in the driveway. You didn't answer the door."  

​"I needed space," Sonya said, her hands remaining unnaturally, terrifyingly steady as she poured the steaming black liquid into two coffee mugs. She handed one toward him out of pure habit. "Everything feels... clearer now."  

​Jordan accepted the mug, but his fingers were trembling so much the coffee sloshed against the rim. He didn't take a sip; he just set it down hard on the counter. "Clearer how? Sonya, look at me. A twenty-four-year-old girl just dropped dead out of nowhere, the very day after you found out she was destroying your life, and you're standing there making coffee like it’s just another Tuesday."  

​She shrugged, a
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