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Rowan wiped sweat from their forehead and tossed another splintered plank onto the growing pile in the backyard. The shed smelled like damp wood and old earth, a mix that stung their nose. Their grandfather had built it decades ago, a crooked little thing leaning against the house like it was tired. He’d died last spring, leaving the place to Rowan—shed and all. They’d been meaning to clean it out for months, but life kept getting in the way. Today, though, the sun was out, and Rowan had no excuses left.

The shed’s insides were a mess. Rusty tools hung on nails, cobwebs draped over shelves, and a cracked lantern sat in the corner, its glass cloudy with dust. Rowan dragged a broom across the floor, kicking up dirt that danced in the sunlight streaming through the gaps in the walls. They wanted to turn the shed into a workshop—somewhere to carve wood, maybe sell a few pieces. Carpentry was their thing, a quiet way to keep their hands busy and their mind still.

As they swept, the broom hit something hard under a pile of old rags. Rowan bent down and brushed the rags aside. Underneath was a lump wrapped in burlap, tied with a frayed string. It didn’t look like much—maybe an old tool Grandpa forgot about. They tugged the string loose, and the burlap fell open.

Inside was a knife.

It wasn’t like any knife Rowan had seen before. The blade was long and thin, rusted along the edges but sharp enough to catch the light. The handle was wood, worn smooth, with strange carvings scratched into it—lines and curves that didn’t make sense. Rowan picked it up, and a shiver ran through them. The knife felt warm, like it had been sitting by a fire, not buried in a cold shed. They turned it over in their hands, frowning. Why would Grandpa hide something like this?

The air in the shed seemed heavier now, like the walls were pressing in. Rowan shook their head. It was just a knife—old and weird, sure, but nothing to freak out about. They stood up, brushing dirt off their jeans, and carried it outside. The sun was dipping lower, painting the yard orange. They set the knife on the porch steps, figuring they’d clean it up later. For now, they wanted to finish the shed.

Back inside, Rowan kept working. They hauled out broken shelves, tossed bent nails into a bucket, and stacked usable wood in a corner. Every few minutes, though, their eyes flicked to the porch. The knife sat there, glinting in the fading light. It looked out of place, like it didn’t belong. Rowan told themselves they were being silly. It was just a tool. Nothing more.

By the time the shed was half-cleared, the sky was dark. Rowan’s arms ached, and their stomach growled. They locked the shed door with a rusty padlock and headed inside the house, leaving the knife on the steps. Dinner was a quick sandwich—ham and cheese on stale bread. They ate standing at the kitchen counter, too tired to sit. The house was quiet, just the hum of the fridge and the occasional creak of the floorboards. Their dog, Buster, a shaggy mutt with floppy ears, slept by the back door, snoring softly.

Rowan rinsed their plate and glanced out the window. The knife was still there, a shadow on the porch. They thought about bringing it in but decided against it. It could wait until morning. They flicked off the lights and climbed the stairs to bed, Buster padding behind them. The day’s work had worn them out, and sleep sounded good.

Their bedroom was small, with a slanted ceiling and a single window overlooking the yard. Rowan kicked off their boots, pulled on an old T-shirt, and flopped onto the mattress. Buster curled up at the foot of the bed, his tail thumping once before he settled. Rowan closed their eyes, letting the quiet take over. Sleep came fast.

The dream started slow. Rowan was in the shed again, but it was different—darker, colder. The walls dripped with something thick and black, like tar. They stood in the middle, holding the knife. It felt heavier now, the warmth burning their palm. They tried to drop it, but their fingers wouldn’t let go.

Buster was there, too. He stood a few feet away, wagging his tail, his brown eyes shining in the dim light. Rowan called his name, but no sound came out. The air buzzed, low and steady, like a swarm of flies. They took a step toward him, and the knife twitched in their hand.

Then it moved.

Rowan didn’t want it to, but their arm swung up, fast and sure. The blade caught Buster’s throat, slicing deep. Blood sprayed out, hot and red, splattering Rowan’s face. The dog yelped—a sharp, awful sound—and stumbled back. The knife didn’t stop. It slashed again, cutting through muscle and bone. Rowan heard the crunch, felt the wet tear of flesh. Blood poured onto the floor, pooling around their boots. Buster’s body jerked, his legs kicking once, twice, then going still.

Rowan screamed, but the sound stayed trapped in their throat. They couldn’t look away. The knife kept going, hacking at the dog’s neck until his head rolled free, thumping against the wood. Blood fountained up, arcing across the room, painting the walls red. The blade bit through muscle like wet paper, tearing deeper with every swing. Rowan’s hands were slick with it, the handle slippery and warm. They wanted to stop, to throw the knife down, but their body wouldn’t listen.

The shed spun around them, the walls closing in. Buster’s eyes stared up from the floor, wide and empty. The buzzing grew louder, filling their skull. Rowan’s chest heaved, their breath coming in gasps. They dropped to their knees, the knife clattering beside them. Blood soaked their jeans, sticky and thick. They reached for Buster, but he was gone—just a pile of meat and fur, torn apart.

Rowan jolted awake, heart pounding. They were in bed, tangled in the sheets, sweat dripping down their face. The room was dark, the window a square of gray against the wall. Their hands shook as they clutched the blanket, the dream still clawing at their mind. It felt so real—the blood, the sound, the weight of the knife.

“Buster?” they whispered.

A soft whine came from the foot of the bed. Rowan fumbled for the lamp, clicking it on. Warm light spilled over the room. Buster lifted his head, blinking at them, his tail wagging lazily. He was fine. Whole. Alive. Rowan let out a shaky breath, running a hand through their damp hair. It was just a nightmare. A bad one, but still just a dream.

They swung their legs over the side of the bed, needing water. Their throat was dry, their mouth tasting like metal. As they stood, something cold brushed their foot. Rowan froze, looking down.

The knife was there.

It lay on the floor, right by their pillow, its rusted blade gleaming in the lamplight. Rowan’s stomach dropped. They hadn’t brought it inside. They’d left it on the porch—they were sure of it. Their mind raced, replaying the night. They’d locked the shed, eaten dinner, gone to bed. The knife had stayed outside. Hadn’t it?

Rowan stared at it, their pulse thudding in their ears. The carvings on the handle seemed sharper now, twisting like tiny snakes. The blade looked cleaner, too, the rust thinner than before. They bent down, hesitating, then picked it up. It was warm again, the heat seeping into their skin. Their fingers tightened around it, and for a second, they saw it—Buster’s blood, dripping from the edge, pooling on the floor.

They dropped it fast, the knife hitting the wood with a dull thunk. Buster whined again, hopping off the bed to sniff at it. “No!” Rowan snapped, grabbing his collar and pulling him back. The dog tilted his head, confused, but obeyed.

Rowan’s hands trembled as they dragged the toolbox from under the bed. It was old, dented metal, heavy with spare nails and screws. They flipped it open, scooped up the knife with a sock—careful not to touch it—and dropped it inside. The lid slammed shut, and they clicked the latch tight. They shoved the toolbox back under the bed, out of sight.

“It’s nothing,” they muttered, rubbing their face. “Just a stupid dream. I must’ve brought it in and forgot.”

But they didn’t believe it. The knife had been on the porch. They’d locked the house. No one else had been here. Rowan climbed back into bed, pulling the blanket up to their chin. Buster settled beside them, his warmth a small comfort. They left the lamp on, the light pushing back the shadows.

Sleep didn’t come easy after that. Every creak of the house made them flinch. Their eyes kept darting to the edge of the bed, half-expecting the knife to slide out from the toolbox. The dream played over and over in their head—the crunch of bone, the spray of blood, the way the blade felt alive in their hand. It was too vivid, too sharp.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the window. Rowan stared at the ceiling, trying to calm their breathing. It was just a knife. An old, creepy knife their grandfather had stashed away. Maybe he’d found it somewhere, thought it was odd, and hid it. That made sense. Tomorrow, they’d get rid of it—toss it in the trash or bury it deep in the yard. For now, it was locked up. Safe.

But as they lay there, the warmth of the knife lingered in their palm. They flexed their fingers, chasing the feeling away. Buster snored beside them, oblivious. Rowan closed their eyes, willing the night to end.

Under the bed, the toolbox sat silent. Inside, the knife waited.

Rowan’s eyes stayed shut, but their mind wouldn’t settle. The lamp’s glow seeped through their eyelids, a dull yellow that did nothing to chase away the dark thoughts. They could still feel the knife’s heat in their hand, like it had burned its shape into their skin. The dream clung to them, too—the blood, the crunch, Buster’s empty stare. It wasn’t fading like dreams were supposed to. It sat heavy in their chest, real as the mattress under them.

Buster shifted, his paws twitching against the blanket. Rowan reached down, resting a hand on his furry side. His breathing was slow and steady, a soft rise and fall. He was fine. Just sleeping. They told themselves that over and over, like saying it enough would make the dream disappear. But their fingers shook, and their heart wouldn’t slow down.

The wind outside howled louder, banging a loose shutter against the house. Rowan flinched, their eyes snapping open. The room looked the same—slanted ceiling, chipped paint, the toolbox’s shadow under the bed. They held their breath, listening. The shutter thumped again, a steady rhythm. Thump. Thump. Thump. Like a heartbeat. Or a knock.

They sat up, the blanket sliding to their waist. Buster lifted his head, ears perked, staring at the window. “It’s just the wind,” Rowan whispered, more to themselves than the dog. But Buster didn’t lie back down. He growled low, a rumble in his throat, his eyes fixed on the glass.

Rowan’s stomach twisted. They swung their legs off the bed, bare feet hitting the cold floor. The lamp flickered, just for a second, and their shadow jumped across the wall. They froze, staring at the bulb. It steadied, humming softly. “Old wiring,” they muttered, rubbing their arms. The house was old. Things flickered sometimes. It didn’t mean anything.

But Buster’s growl grew sharper. He hopped off the bed, nails clicking on the wood, and stood by the window. His tail was stiff, his fur bristling. Rowan followed his gaze. The window was a black square, the yard beyond it swallowed by night. They couldn’t see the shed or the porch from here, just darkness and the faint outline of trees swaying in the wind.

“Buster, come on,” Rowan said, their voice sharper than they meant. They grabbed his collar, tugging him back. He resisted, paws planted, still growling. “It’s nothing. Stop it.”

The dog whined, backing up a step, but his eyes didn’t leave the window. Rowan let go, their hands clammy. They stepped closer, peering out. The glass was cool against their fingertips. Outside, the wind whipped the branches, shadows twisting like fingers. Nothing else moved. No lights, no shapes, just the storm picking up.

Then they heard it.

A scrape. Faint, but there. Metal on wood, slow and deliberate. It came from downstairs. Rowan’s breath caught. They turned, staring at the bedroom door. It was cracked open, a sliver of black showing the hallway beyond. The scrape came again, louder this time, like something dragging across the porch.

Their mind flashed to the knife. They’d left it outside earlier, hadn’t they? On the steps. But it had been here, by their pillow, when they woke up. Rowan’s knees felt weak. They glanced at the toolbox under the bed. It hadn’t moved. The latch was still shut. The knife was inside. It had to be.

“Buster, stay,” they whispered, grabbing the lamp’s cord. They unplugged it, holding it like a club. The room went dark, just the faint glow from the hallway spilling in. Their socks slid on the floor as they crept to the door, heart hammering. The scrape sounded again, closer now, right under the house.

Rowan eased the door open, peeking out. The hallway was empty, the stairs a black tunnel leading down. Buster padded up behind them, pressing against their leg. They shushed him, stepping out. The floor creaked under their weight, loud in the quiet. They gripped the lamp tighter, its metal base cold in their sweaty hand.

The stairs groaned with every step. Rowan moved slow, one hand on the wall, feeling their way. The living room came into view—couch, TV, the kitchen counter in the corner. The back door was shut, the bolt still locked. They let out a shaky breath. No one was here. It was just the wind, messing with their head.

The scrape came again.

It was outside, right by the porch. Rowan froze, eyes darting to the window over the sink. The blinds were down, slats closed tight. They inched toward it, the lamp raised. Buster stayed close, his growl a low hum. The sound stopped, leaving just the wind’s howl. Rowan’s fingers brushed the blinds, hesitating. They didn’t want to look. But they had to.

They lifted a slat, peering out. The porch was empty. The steps glowed faintly under the moon, shadows stretching long across the boards. The knife wasn’t there. Of course it wasn’t—they’d brought it in. Or... had it come in on its own? Rowan’s throat tightened. They dropped the slat, stepping back.

Something tapped the glass.

Rowan spun, the lamp slipping in their grip. The window was still, the blinds swaying slightly. Tap. Tap. Tap. Slow and steady, like a finger testing the pane. Buster barked, sharp and loud, lunging at the sink. Rowan stumbled back, hitting the counter. “Stop it!” they hissed, grabbing his collar. The tapping kept going, louder now, echoing in the dark.

Their eyes locked on the window. The blinds rattled, like something pressed against them. Rowan’s chest heaved, their breath loud in their ears. They yanked Buster back, dragging him toward the stairs. The tapping followed, moving along the wall—tap, tap, tap—like it was circling the house.

They ran upstairs, slamming the bedroom door behind them. Buster barked again, pacing by the bed. Rowan shoved the dresser against the door, its legs screeching on the floor. They dropped the lamp, hands shaking, and climbed onto the bed, pulling their knees up. The tapping stopped. The house went quiet again, just
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