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​I STOOD BY THE WINDOW, watching the rain beat against the glass, each drop splashing like tiny warnings—warnings of something to come, something I did not anticipate. The sky was a dull, relentless gray, absorbing any hint of sunlight. My suitcase sat by the door, half-packed, like it was as hesitant as I was. Something about this trip felt off—wrong, even. It wasn’t just the cold October air that seeped into my bones, it was the way every instinct screamed at me to stay home.

My name is Maeve Adams, I’m 22, and today, I was planning to leave my home here in Florida to travel twelve hours by car to my old family home. It had been abandoned for over thirty years but remained in our family. My great uncle owned it for ten years until his disappearance. Earlier, Gwen’s voice crackled over the phone, brimming with excitement. “Come on, Maeve, don’t back out now! We’ve been planning this for weeks. It’s just a fun Halloween trip. You love this stuff.”

And she was right—I did love it. Ghost stories, haunted places, the thrill of the unknown. But ever since Luke mentioned Aberdeen Manor, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were stirring something we shouldn’t. The estate wasn’t just another decaying mansion with a haunted reputation.

It had secrets.

The more I thought about it, the more the pit in my stomach grew.

Gwen, my 21-year-old college roommate, was a blonde with blue eyes, a sharp tongue, and a body sculpted by plastic surgery. Use your imagination. She and her boyfriend Luke had just returned from visiting her family in Minnesota. They were staying at a hotel nearby, ready to head to Aberdeen Manor—my family’s home. I picked up my phone and hesitated. I wanted to call them, cancel the trip, and say that something just didn’t feel right. But I could already hear their voices in my head—Ethan’s laughter, Gwen’s teasing. 

None of them would understand. Not Ethan, my half-brother, who was in another on-again-off-again phase with Tara, and certainly not Gwen, who would guilt-trip me into going, no matter what.

Then there was Tara, she’s 22: a tall, thin brunette with striking green eyes—a real bombshell. Loud, obnoxious, and undeniably high-maintenance, Tara clearly would have preferred if I stayed home, leaving her with Ethan all to herself.

None of them would understand my hesitation. 

They never did.

I rubbed my eyes, trying to push away the images that had been haunting me all week. Shadows shifting in the corners of my vision, whispers that seemed to come from nowhere, and flashes of a dark figure standing just out of sight.

Dreams that felt so real that I woke up gasping, drenched in sweat. I’d see the manor—tall, foreboding, like it was alive—and then I’d see us there, trapped, trying to escape something we couldn’t see but could feel. I didn’t know how to explain any of it, and maybe that’s why I hadn’t tried.

“Come on, Maeve,” I whispered to myself. “It’s just nerves. It’s all in your head.” Nerves. That’s what I’d been telling myself for days. But it wasn’t just nerves. Ever since Ethan called, saying he’d found our great-uncle’s key to the manor and convinced Mom to let us spend four days there, the nightmares had gotten worse. I nearly panicked after that phone call. How was I supposed to tell Ethan about the nightmares? 

The last time I shared a dream with him, he laughed and told me to lay off the caffeine. This wasn’t a caffeine buzz. These nightmares felt like premonitions—sharp-edged warnings that something bad was going to happen. And it was going to happen at the manor.

I tried to stay calm. I told myself not to panic, to keep cool. But no amount of reasoning could stop the dread pooling in my chest. Ethan, Tara, Gwen, and Luke were on their way to pick me up. Any moment now, they’d be outside, honking and calling my name.

But deep down, I wasn’t convinced.

––––––––
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IT WAS EXACTLY 8:45 p.m. when Ethan picked me up. We took two cars: me and Ethan in one, Tara, Gwen, and Luke in the other. Apparently, Ethan and Tara were off again, and he preferred to ride with me rather than deal with her. The car ride was supposed to be the fun part—a road trip through the countryside with the windows down, music blasting, and laughter filling the air as we left the city behind. Instead, it was quiet. Tense. I kept tilting the rearview mirror to glance at Luke’s car behind us, and each time, Ethan reached over to tilt it back. 

“So, it’s been a year,” he said, breaking the silence.

“Sorry, I’ve been busy,” I managed to reply, my voice even but clipped.

Ethan glanced at me briefly, then tilted the mirror again, this time to look at Luke’s car himself.

I had left Nebraska right after high school when I turned 18. I couldn’t get out of that town fast enough. 

The breakup with my ex had been the final push. He ended things so suddenly, so completely, that I didn’t want to face the memories—or anyone else. Florida seemed as far away as I could go while still staying practical. A fresh start. A new university. A chance to leave everything behind.

Ethan glanced at me briefly before tilting the mirror again. “Busy enough that you can’t even call your own brother?” he pushed.

Ethan was my half-brother—his dad had married my mom—but we used to be close. At least we were, until the night he bailed on me and left me stranded in a bar.

“Come on, May. You’re still not mad about the bar thing, are you? That was three years ago. Let it go. They caught the guy...” he trailed off, clearly hoping I’d let bygones be bygones. 

I bit my lip, suppressing the frustration that still simmered beneath the surface. That night had been burned into my memory. It was supposed to mark the start of an epic road trip. We had agreed to meet at a gas station off Highway 40, south of Trenton. I’d taken a bus to get there. But Ethan never showed. Instead, I ended up at a bar, trying to use the phone to call him. What followed was an altercation with some guy who assaulted me. I fought back, hit him hard, and the cops caught him three miles down the road. It wasn’t an experience I could just “let go,” no matter how many times Ethan brushed it off. 

“How did you convince Mom to let us use the mansion? I mean, it’s been abandoned since great-Uncle’s disappearance three-four years ago. The cops quarantined it off and called it a homicide, and they never found his body. The case went cold,” I reminded him. Ethan chuckled, signaling left as we left Florida and merged onto Highway 40, heading south toward Trenton and the manor.

I glanced at him, studying his profile. It had been a year since we last spoke, and three years since I’d actually seen him in person. He still looked like the same old jerk I remembered—tall, with his familiar tousled brown hair, the same green eyes I had, and that ever-present stubble on his chin. But there was something different about him now, too. He looked stronger, more muscular, like he’d been spending hours at the gym. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought of Ethan working out.

Holy biceps, Ethan. His arms looked like they were about to rip right through his shirt. I bit my lip, stifling a laugh, trying not to make it obvious that I was noticing. It was so unlike him. Instead, I turned my head toward the window, feigning disinterest.

For a moment, I let myself drift back to when we were kids. Ethan hadn’t always been the infuriating person he’d become. Back then—before life got complicated and we started drifting apart—he was my partner in crime. I thought about the summers we spent at our grandparents’ cottage by the lake. He’d shove me into the water, laughing as I splashed and screamed, only to dive in after me seconds later.

One summer, when I was about eight and he was ten, we decided to sneak into the woods behind the cottage, even though we’d been warned a million times to stay out. Naturally, we got lost. I panicked, convinced we’d never make it back, but Ethan stayed calm. He took my hand, reassuring me that we’d be fine. And after what felt like hours of wandering, he led us back to the cottage like it was no big deal.

I remembered feeling safe with him then, like he could fix anything.

But that was a long time ago.

Those carefree days had faded into distant memories, replaced by a growing distance between us. The Ethan sitting beside me now wasn’t the same boy who used to protect me. He was someone I barely recognized—someone who had left me behind too many times.

I sighed quietly and turned my gaze back to the window, letting the memory slip away. The warmth of those childhood moments faded, replaced by the growing tension between us.

“Easy! I told Mom I wanted to spend more time with you and make up for that road trip... you know, the one I didn’t ditch you on. I had a flat tire!” His tone was casual, but the defensiveness crept in, as if he hadn’t already used that excuse a million times.

I rolled my eyes, unwilling to rehash the argument. “Right. Sure.”

I doubted Mom was thrilled about the idea of us driving twelve hours to an abandoned family mansion. But Ethan had a knack for twisting things to get what he wanted. I tilted the mirror again, catching a glimpse of Luke’s car behind us. Ethan and Luke had brought a CB radio for the trip—just in case we got separated or lost.

Luke’s voice crackled through the CB. “Yo, the ladies are complaining they’re hungry. Ethan, is there a place to stop and eat along the way?”

Ethan grabbed the receiver. “Yeah, there’s a bar on south 40 just off Trenton,” he replied, glancing at me as he said it. I knew exactly which bar he was talking about. It was the only one along the route to the manor, and I really didn’t want to stop there.

“I’m not going to that bar!” I said firmly.

Ethan glanced at me, his jaw tightening for a moment before he sighed. Without a word, he signaled toward the right shoulder and slowed to a stop. Luke honked as he passed us, pulling over ahead.

“What’s up, Ethan? Something wrong?” Luke’s voice crackled through the CB.

Ethan picked up the receiver again. “No, Luke. Just need a breather. We’ll be on our way again soon.”

Through the windshield, I saw Tara and Gwen stepping out of the car. Tara lit a cigarette while Gwen stretched her legs and started chatting with her. Luke stayed by the car, puffing on his own cigarette. 

Ethan turned to me, his expression softening. “Look, May, I’m sorry, okay? I don’t know how many times I can apologize. Something happened to the car before I even reached Trenton—it was like a force caused me to swerve, and my tire blew.”

I stared at him, not buying it for a second. He’d used this same excuse before. Some “force” caused him to swerve off the road and blow a tire? Right. Ethan swore he’d seen a man in a black fedora and a long trench coat standing in the middle of the road, forcing him to veer into the ditch.

“Okay, Ethan, was that all you wanted to say?” I asked, my tone surprisingly calm, even though my stomach was still in knots and my nerves hadn’t settled.

“Maeve...” Ethan began, but I held up my hand, cutting him off.

“Let it go, Ethan. Can we just get back on the road now?” I snapped, my voice sharper than I intended.

Ethan let out a long breath and turned the ignition. Luke, seeing us start to move, called out to Tara and Gwen, who quickly got back into their car. Once we were back on the road, Luke pulled in behind us, and the caravan continued in tense silence. Ethan’s focus was locked on the road, his hands gripping the wheel a little too tightly. His usual calm demeanor was starting to crack, and I could feel the tension radiating off him. I debated telling him about my dreams—nightmares, really. Ethan had always believed in my premonitions, no matter how strange they seemed. He never made me feel like I was losing my grip on reality.

But I wasn’t sure if now was the right time to bring it up.

Maybe I should wait until we passed the sign for Trenton—or at least until we got past the bar.

“Ethan...” I started, thinking I could ease the mood, maybe break the tension between us. He was wound tight, maybe even more than I was. This drive had to be dredging up bad memories for him, too. After all, it was on this very stretch of highway, just three miles from the bar, where he’d had his accident.

“Ethan!” I said again, louder this time, trying to get his attention. He was so focused on the road that he didn’t seem to hear me until we reached a fork in the highway. One sign pointed south toward Trenton: the other veered north to an unfamiliar road. A place we’d never explored.

He slowed the car and came to a stop, right in the middle of the fork.

“Ethan, why’d you stop? I’m right behind you, bro! I could’ve plowed into you,” Luke’s voice crackled over the CB radio.

Ethan grabbed the receiver quickly, his voice rushed as he tried to cover up his hesitation. “Sorry, I forgot which way I was going,” he said, his tone strained, as though he was trying to avoid explaining why he’d really stopped.

Luke didn’t reply, but the silence on the other end of the radio felt heavy.

“Ethan, we’re supposed to go south, remember?” I said gently, placing a hand on his arm. He let out a deep breath, glancing at me with an expression caught between embarrassment and fear.

“We go south,” he repeated softly, signaling as he shifted the gear.

Luke’s car followed close behind us as Ethan drove forward—slowly, almost cautiously, as if the road ahead carried more weight than the car itself. I didn’t need to ask why. Two miles down this stretch was where the accident had happened. I kept my hand against his on the wheel, a silent effort to calm his nerves. His fingers brushed mine briefly in acknowledgment, a quiet thank-you.

“Maeve... this is where it happened,” he said, his voice low and strained as we approached the bend in the road. The car had slowed to barely 20 km/h, each meter forward tightening the tension in the air.

“Pull over. I’ll drive,” I said firmly. “You’re not up to it.”

He hesitated, his grip tightening on the wheel before he finally exhaled and brought the car to a full stop in the middle of the road. The sky had darkened quickly, the last streaks of daylight fading into dusk. Luke’s car pulled up beside us, and he rolled down his window, frustration evident on his face. “Ethan, come on, what’s your problem?” he called out. Gwen sat beside him, throwing her hands in the air as if to echo his question.

Ethan rolled down his window, forcing a chuckle in an attempt to diffuse the tension. “Sorry, May wants to drive. We’re just switching,” he said casually, carefully avoiding the real reason he’d stopped.

Luke raised an eyebrow, skeptical but unwilling to push further. He knew Ethan well enough to sense something was off, but not enough to understand why. Despite being his best friend since high school, Ethan had never told Luke about the figure he’d claimed to see in the middle of the road that night. Luke knew about the accident—knew how bad it had been—and shared Ethan’s unease about driving this stretch of highway at night. But the details of that night, the shadowy figure Ethan swore was standing in the road, were something Ethan had kept to himself.

As I stepped out of the car to switch seats, I glanced at Ethan. His face was pale, his eyes darting nervously toward the shadows, as if he expected something—or someone—to emerge. For a moment, I hesitated, debating whether to say anything. Instead, I slid into the driver’s seat, feeling the tension lingering in the air like a tangible force. Ethan was trying to keep it together, but it was clear—he was terrified.

And so was I.

“Try to keep up,” I called to Luke, buckling my seatbelt and pulling it tightly across my chest. Ethan did the same, his movements deliberate and shaky. He ran a hand through his hair and let out a deep, unsteady breath. I shifted the gear into drive, and we rolled forward. Luke’s headlights flickered as he pulled in behind us.

“Just ahead... before the bend. That’s where it happened,” Ethan said quietly, nodding toward the dark stretch of highway in front of us. His voice was tight, the unease in it sharp enough to make my pulse quicken.

I focused on the road, gripping the wheel harder than I needed to. Not a single car passed us, the highway eerily empty. It struck me as odd, especially with the bar nearby. But here we were, alone on this desolate road on Halloween night. It felt wrong, like some unseen force had cleared the path for us—like this stretch of highway existed solely for what was about to happen.

“I’ve got this,” I told Ethan, trying to keep my voice steady. My heart, however, was pounding against my ribs.

Ethan exhaled again, his hand gripping the handle above the door so tightly his knuckles turned white. As we neared the stretch of road that haunted us both, a strange shift seemed to ripple through the air. The heaviness was impossible to ignore, like a silent, oppressive presence pressing down on the car. It felt as if a forcefield had opened just long enough to let us through, then closed silently behind us.

The temperature inside the car dropped. My fingers tingled with the cold, but the dashboard showed no change in the heater’s output. It was like the chill wasn’t coming from outside—it was something else.

Ethan shifted in his seat, his unease palpable. His hand didn’t leave the handle. Then, without warning, something darted across the road ahead.

“Shit!” I slammed on the brakes, my heart racing as the car jerked to a stop. My eyes scanned the road, but there was nothing there. The asphalt stretched out, silent and empty, under the dull glow of the headlights.

“Did you see that?” I whispered, my voice trembling.

Ethan’s face had gone ghostly pale, his eyes wide as he stared at the road. “Yeah,” he murmured, barely audible. “I saw it. It’s happening again, Maeve.”

His words hung in the air like a weight, pulling us deeper into silence. I eased the car forward, every nerve in my body screaming for me to turn around. But I knew Ethan wouldn’t agree. And deep down, despite the fear clawing at me, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the manor was waiting for us.

Waiting for me.

“WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT? Ethan, Maeve, did you see that?” Gwen’s panicked voice crackled over the CB. Ethan quickly grabbed the receiver, his hands trembling slightly. We were both stopped dead in the middle of the highway, the weight of what we’d just seen hanging heavy in the air.

“Yeah, we saw it,” Ethan replied, his voice tight and shaky. I could hear the strain, the barely-contained fear, in his words.

Luke was the first to get out of the car, slamming his door shut with more force than necessary. Tara and Gwen followed quickly, their eyes wide and scanning the shadows like prey sensing a predator. I adjusted the mirror to watch them approach, my pulse still pounding.

“Great,” I muttered under my breath, unbuckling my seatbelt. Ethan and I stepped out of the car, the cool night air immediately biting against my skin. As we gathered between the cars, Gwen’s gaze never wavered from the dense forest pressing in on either side of the road. The trees loomed like sentinels, their gnarled branches twisting toward us as if they were alive.

“Was that a man? I mean... what was it?” Tara asked, her voice quivering. Her usual bravado was nowhere to be found. Ethan moved toward her, wrapping her in a reassuring hug.

“No one panic,” he said, trying to sound steady, though his voice betrayed him. “I’m sure it was just an animal. No way it was a person.”

Even as he said it, I caught the flicker of doubt in his eyes.

Luke wasn’t buying it. His gaze stayed locked on the trees, his body tense, radiating unease.

“Yeah, Ethan’s right. It’s fine!” Luke said, his tone overly casual, as if he was trying to convince himself as much as us. “Let’s just get back in the cars and get to the house. I don’t want to be out here any longer than we have to.”

Tara and Gwen exchanged uneasy glances before heading back to their car. I gave Ethan a slight nod and followed, but the weight of the unspoken fear between us was suffocating. As I opened my door, I paused, catching Luke speaking to Ethan in a low, urgent tone just out of the girls’ earshot.

“Tell me right now, Ethan—what the hell was that? I know you saw it. I can see it in your eyes, man. You’re scared, and that’s not normal. You’ve seen that figure—or whatever it was—before, haven’t you?”

Ethan turned his back to the cars, his voice dropping to a whisper.

“Remember the accident on this road three years ago?” he said, the words slow and deliberate. “It happened because I swear, I saw a man standing in the middle of the road. I swerved to avoid hitting him, flipped the car, and blew the tire. It was like something didn’t want me to reach Maeve that night.”

Luke ran a hand through his hair, exhaling sharply. His jaw clenched as his eyes flicked nervously toward the woods, then back to Ethan.

“Damn, Ethan. And you couldn’t have told me this three years ago? We wouldn’t have planned this trip,” Luke muttered, his voice low but tinged with frustration.

Ethan stepped closer, lowering his voice even further. “Do not tell Gwen or Tara. Let’s just get to the manor, alright? I want to get off this godforsaken stretch of road.”

Luke nodded reluctantly, his expression tight with concern, and without another word, they both headed back to their cars. Ethan climbed into the passenger seat, his face pale as he shut the door with a heavy thud. I stayed frozen for a moment, my hand gripping the door handle as a chill ran down my spine.

Whatever we’d just seen wasn’t finished with us.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was only the beginning.

“Go, May. Let’s just get to the bar, grab something to eat, and head straight to the house. I don’t want to linger on this road any longer. The bar is two miles out—just go!” Ethan’s voice was sharp, almost pleading, his usual calm replaced with a raw edge of agitation. It was clear he wanted nothing more than to put as much distance as possible between us and whatever it was we’d just seen.

I shifted the car into drive and clicked my seatbelt into place, my heart pounding as I pressed down on the gas. The car inched forward, the tires crunching against the pavement like the only sound in the world. My eyes darted from one side of the highway to the other, scanning every shadow, every flicker of movement, as if that... thing might reappear at any moment.

What the hell was that?

It had moved too fast, faster than anything human, yet its shape had seemed like that of a man—or was my mind just twisting the memory? I replayed the scene in my head, trying to slow it down, to make sense of it. The way it moved—it wasn’t right. My skin prickled with unease, the hair on the back of my neck standing on end as I wrestled with the thought. Whatever it was, it wasn’t natural. It wasn’t normal.

Ethan grabbed the CB, breaking the tense silence. His voice was tight and deliberate. “Luke, the bar is two miles from here. We’ll get in, grab some food, and take it to go. I don’t want to stay on this road any longer than we have to.”

Luke’s response came quickly, his voice clipped but steady. “Agreed. The girls are scared. Let’s just get some food and get the hell out of here. How far is the house from the bar?”

“Another nine hours south,” Ethan replied, the strain in his voice unmistakable. “We’ll hit an old, abandoned road—that’s where we turn. It’ll take us straight to the manor.”

“Sounds good,” Luke replied. The CB crackled for a moment before falling silent again.

As the car picked up speed on the deserted highway, Ethan shifted in his seat, running a hand through his hair. I kept my focus on the road, but the weight of his earlier words settled heavily in my chest.

Nine more hours.

Nine hours of driving through endless, isolated roads in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but the night pressing in around us and the memory of that figure burned into my mind.

My grip on the wheel tightened, my knuckles turning white as I tried to keep my breathing steady. I wanted to believe Ethan—that it was just an animal, something explainable. But deep down, I knew better. I could feel it. Something wasn’t right.

The darkness outside seemed to grow heavier, as if it were alive, pressing against the car, watching us, waiting. The two miles to the bar stretched endlessly, each second feeling like an eternity. Every sound—the wind rustling through the trees, the faint creak of the tires—was amplified in the oppressive silence.

Even as I told myself we were safe, that my mind was just playing tricks on me, the gnawing sense of dread refused to loosen its grip.
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THE BAR WAS exactly two miles south of Trenton—the town where we were headed. The long stretch of road leading there would eventually take us to Trenton, and nine hours beyond that lay my family’s old home. As I pulled into the bar’s parking lot, the flickering neon sign overhead cast an eerie red glow over the cracked asphalt. The gas station sat just next to it, its single pump standing like a relic from another era. Luke followed close behind, and we both stopped to refuel.

Ethan and Luke got out of their cars first, the crunch of gravel under their boots breaking the silence. Ethan leaned against the pump, his movements tense. “Get in, get food, and get out,” he called over to me, his voice clipped, still edged with anxiety from the road. I stepped out of the car but didn’t move right away. Instead, I lingered by the open door, my eyes drifting toward the bar’s entrance. As I stood there, memories of the last time I was here came flooding back, unbidden and sharp.

The bus had dropped me off right here—this exact spot. I’d waited outside for what felt like half an hour for Ethan, but his phone had been dead, and I couldn’t get a signal. Desperate, I’d gone into the bar to use their phone.

It was packed that night. Mostly men, their laughter loud and coarse, drowning out the clink of glasses and the crackle of an old jukebox in the corner. I was probably the only woman there, aside from the three overworked waitresses weaving between tables. From the moment I stepped inside, I felt the weight of their stares—hungry, assessing.

The bartender, a gruff man in his forties, barely glanced up as I asked to use the phone. He jabbed a thumb toward a corner near the washrooms where an ancient payphone hung on the wall.

I’d barely picked up the receiver when I felt him.

His presence pressed against me like a cold shadow. His slurred voice was the first warning. “Hey, sweetheart, you lost, precious?”

My heart quickened, but I forced myself to stay calm. Slowly, I turned to face him, doing my best to keep my voice steady. “I’m waiting for my brother,” I said, my tone firm, projecting confidence I didn’t feel. “He should be here any minute.”

I wanted him to believe me—that I wasn’t alone, that I wasn’t vulnerable.

But he didn’t care.

His grin widened, his steps slow and deliberate as he closed the gap between us. The stench of stale alcohol on his breath made my stomach churn. “Nah, sweet thing. Tonight, you can have some fun with me...”

Before I could react, his hand was on me, rough and invasive. Panic surged through me like a bolt of electricity.

“Get your hands off me!” I shouted, my voice trembling with fear and anger.

The bartender heard me and rushed over, his heavy boots pounding against the wooden floor. He grabbed the man and yanked him off me, but instead of retreating, the drunk spun around and swung. His fist collided with the bartender’s jaw, the sickening sound of the impact echoing across the bar.

I remember the fear that gripped me then, how my heart pounded in my chest as he turned back to me, his eyes wild and predatory. Before he could lay another hand on me, I swung with everything I had, my hand connecting hard with his face. The slap echoed through the bar, cutting through the noise like a gunshot.

“Get the hell out of my bar,” the bartender growled, stepping between us. His voice was low and full of menace, enough to make the drunk man stagger back a few steps.

The man swayed unsteadily toward the door, rubbing his reddened cheek, but not before turning to leer at me one last time. His lips twisted into a cruel smile, and he puckered them mockingly, making obscene kissing noises.

“Don’t go far, sweetheart,” he sneered before stumbling out into the night.

I stood there, shaking, tears streaming down my face as the adrenaline ebbed and fear surged in its place. My hands felt cold and clammy, my knees weak. A waitress hurried over to me, her eyes full of concern. She put a comforting arm around my shoulder, whispering, “It’s okay now. He’s gone.”

They called the police, and I remember sitting in the back of the bar, clutching a cup of water in trembling hands, waiting for them to arrive. When they did, I gave my statement in a shaky voice, my words halting as I relived every awful moment. Afterward, they offered to drive me back to the main road, where I caught another bus home.

That night lingered with me, flashing in my mind like a terrible reel I couldn’t stop. The fear, the helplessness, and that man’s sick smile haunted me for months. I was pulled out of the memory by the sound of Ethan’s voice. 

He was calling my name, sharp and urgent, and it took me a second to realize he’d been trying to get my attention. 

“Maeve, I’m here this time,” Ethan said softly as he walked over to me. His voice had lost its earlier edge, replaced with a gentler tone meant to reassure. “Do you really think I’d let anything happen to you again? Not on my watch.”

He meant well, but the tension in my chest refused to ease. Gwen and Tara approached, zipping up their jackets against the bite of the night air.

“Maeve, let’s get something to eat. I’m dying of hunger, girl,” Tara said with a laugh, her attempt to lighten the mood falling flat.

I glanced toward the bar again, my unease growing. It hadn’t changed. The same rusted exterior, the same grimy windows, the same aura of unwelcome that clung to it like a second skin. The memories of that night pulsed in my mind, vivid and unrelenting. Every instinct screamed at me to turn around and leave, but I knew we couldn’t. We had to keep moving, and the bar was just a stop along the way.

I forced a smile at Tara, nodding as I tried to push the dread aside. “I’ll be quick,” I told Ethan, giving his hand a quick squeeze before letting go.

He returned a faint, reassuring smile, but the concern in his eyes lingered as I turned and followed Gwen and Tara toward the bar.

“This place looks so old and rusted,” Gwen said, wrinkling her nose in disgust as she grabbed the screen door. The door groaned in protest, its hinges stiff with age, and we stepped inside.

The bar wasn’t as crowded as it had been that night, but it still carried the same oppressive atmosphere. The usual crowd of men lingered at the tables, their voices low and rough. Two waitresses moved through the room, weaving around chairs as they carried trays. Behind the counter stood the bartender—the same man from before.

“Hey, I remember you!” he called out, his round face lighting up as his gaze landed on me. I froze for a moment, scanning the room before forcing a smile and stepping toward the bar. He wasn’t particularly old, maybe in his late forties, with a bald head, solid build, and a face that was hard to forget.

“Oh, hi,” I said, my voice steady but clipped. I could feel the weight of his attention as I slid onto one of the barstools, trying to suppress the unease curling in my stomach.

Meanwhile, Tara and Gwen had wandered over to a waitress near the cash register, ordering enough food to feed a small army. They were oblivious to the tension threading through the air, their laughter ringing faintly behind me. Gwen glanced back briefly, her expression neutral, then turned her attention back to the menu board.

“You doing okay, darling?” the bartender asked, setting down the glass he’d been wiping. His voice was friendly, but there was a note of genuine concern. “You left in a hurry last time. Cops were all over this joint after you left.”

I managed a faint smile, playing at nonchalance. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, my fingers brushing against the bar’s worn surface.

But the truth was, I wasn’t. Not entirely.

“Yeah, I made it home safely,” I replied, my voice steadier than I felt.

The bartender shook his head, his expression darkening. Setting the glass down with deliberate care, he leaned in, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “They caught Jake three miles south of here,” he said, and my stomach tightened at the sound of that name. “He was so drunk, just wandering along the road toward Trenton. But when the cops found him...” He paused, his words hanging heavy in the air. “He was nothing more than a corpse.”

I leaned forward, my pulse quickening. “What do you mean?” I asked cautiously, my curiosity tangled with a creeping dread. “Like... dead from alcohol poisoning or something?”

The bartender glanced around, his gaze flicking to Gwen and Tara to make sure they weren’t paying attention. When he nodded, it wasn’t in affirmation—it was more like acknowledgment of something too heavy to carry alone. “No,” he murmured, his voice barely audible. “Not just dead. It was like something had drained the life out of him. He was just... bones. A corpse. There’s no way it could’ve happened so fast. He’d only been gone ten minutes after the cops got here.”

My breath caught in my throat, my fingers gripping the edge of the counter for balance. Jake—the man who had assaulted me—reduced to nothing but bones? My mind reeled, the room tilting as I tried to process what he was saying. How could that even be possible? The memory of that night hit me like a punch, vivid and unrelenting. I saw Jake’s face, his leering grin, and felt again the rough grip of his hands. The terror I’d buried surged back to the surface, raw and all-consuming. I remembered how powerless I’d felt—until I fought back. But now, the thought that something, some unseen force, might have done this to him was equally terrifying.

The bartender’s voice pulled me back to the present. “The cops couldn’t explain it,” he said, shaking his head grimly. “One minute, he was just a drunk causing trouble. The next... it was like the life had been sucked right out of him. They said it was the strangest damn thing they’d ever seen.”

I swallowed hard, my mind racing as the bartender’s words settled like stones in my chest. Was this just a bizarre coincidence? Or was there something darker—something sinister—at work?

The figure we’d seen earlier on the road flashed in my mind. The way it moved, unnaturally fast, like it wasn’t bound by the rules of this world. Could it be connected to what had happened to Jake?

The bartender leaned back slightly, his eyes scanning my face with quiet concern. “You alright, darling?” he asked, his voice gentle but weighted with unspoken worry.

I nodded, though my heart was pounding in my chest. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied, forcing a weak smile. But the truth was far from it. The creeping dread that had wrapped itself around me wouldn’t loosen its grip. Something about this place, about this stretch of road, felt inherently wrong. It was as if the darkness here wasn’t just an absence of light—it was alive, waiting, watching, ready for us to make a mistake.

Tara approached, blissfully unaware of the gravity of the conversation. “Maeve, let’s get going,” she said brightly, holding up two large bags of food with a triumphant grin. “We’ve got enough to feed an army!”

I forced another smile, though it felt hollow. The bartender’s words about Jake still echoed in my mind, sending an icy chill through my veins.

“We paid for the gas; let’s head back out on the road,” Gwen said, her tone light as she swayed playfully and placed her hands on my shoulders, giving me a little shake. I exhaled deeply, trying to release some of the tension coiling inside me, but the weight of the bartender’s earlier warning clung stubbornly.

“Yeah, girl,” Tara chimed in loudly. “We’ve got nine hours to Trenton and then one more hour to the mansion.” Her words, cheerful as they were, seemed to draw the bartender’s attention. He set down the glass he had been wiping, his expression shifting to something far more serious.

“You’re not thinking about driving out to Trenton at this time of night, are you?” he asked, his voice low, almost a warning. His gaze landed on me, and the concern in his tone made me instinctively move closer to the counter. There was something behind his words, something unsaid but heavy with meaning.

Before I could ask him why, Ethan and Luke walked into the bar.

Ethan moved behind me, his hands settling gently on my shoulders. Luke, laughing, grabbed the bags of food from Gwen and headed toward the parking lot. Tara followed them, joining in their laughter, but their voices barely registered in my mind. My focus stayed locked on the bartender, on the weight of the moment, and on the unease that gripped me.

“This is my brother, Ethan,” I said, stepping aside as Ethan extended his hand. The bartender shook it firmly, his concern etched into his face.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation,” the bartender said, his attention now fixed on Ethan. “But Trenton Road is off-limits at this time of night.” His tone carried a sense of urgency, almost as though he were pleading with us not to go.

Ethan raised an eyebrow, his arm pulling me closer as he studied the man. “Is there something we should know about?” he asked, his voice light, but I could hear the curiosity creeping in.

The bartender’s eyes flicked to mine, his expression almost haunted. “Let’s just say... there’ve been many deaths along that road,” he said quietly, the words hanging in the air like a curse.

My stomach knotted as his gaze lingered on me, and in that moment, Jake’s corpse flashed in my mind like a silent, chilling warning. Whatever the bartender meant by “deaths,” I knew it wasn’t just the usual dangers of a rural highway. It was something more. Something darker.

Ethan chuckled, loosening his hold on me as he tapped the counter. “Well, you don’t have to worry about us. We’re only here for a few days. Tell you what—if we don’t show up at your bar in four days... send out the cavalry,” he joked, flashing the bartender a grin.

But the bartender didn’t laugh. His face darkened, his gaze drifting to the clock that hung over the hallway near the bathrooms. For a moment, the only sound was the faint hum of the fluorescent lights. When he finally spoke, his voice carried a weight that made my chest tighten.

“Four days? I’ll hold you to that,” he said, his tone deadly serious. “I mean it, son. All of you better come back here in four days.”

It wasn’t just a casual remark—it felt like a plea. His words were laced with something unspoken, a warning he couldn’t or wouldn’t fully explain. The bartender knew something about that road, something more than he was letting on. I could see it in his eyes, and it chilled me to the bone.

This was the first time we’d be heading to our family home since my uncle’s disappearance. And now, as the bartender’s words echoed in my mind, I realized something unsettling. Three years ago, we’d never even made it to Trenton. That night, when Ethan had his accident, it was as if something had deliberately turned us back. Ethan had been rushed to the hospital, and I’d returned home without ever reaching Trenton.

I had tried to bury that memory, to dismiss it as a freak accident, but now it resurfaced, gnawing at me with a renewed intensity. The weight of it all pressed down on me, sharp and unrelenting.

Ethan seemed calm as he thanked the bartender and grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the door. But my heart was pounding, the flashes of that night replaying in my mind. I had almost lost Ethan—twice—and the fear of it had never fully left me. After his recovery, my doctor had put me on medication for the severe anxiety attacks that had started haunting me. Even now, they weren’t fully under control.

As we stepped outside, the night greeted us with a chill that felt heavier than the temperature could explain. I glanced down the long stretch of road that lay ahead. It seemed darker now, impossibly so, as if the shadows had grown deeper, swallowing the horizon whole.

A familiar wave of anxiety began to build, tightening in my chest. My breath quickened, my vision narrowing. I knew this feeling—it wasn’t just unease. This was the onset of a full-blown attack. My thoughts spiraled, the edges of reality blurring as dizziness crept in.

I stopped abruptly, gripping Ethan’s hand like it was the only thing keeping me tethered to the world. Slowly, deliberately, I forced myself to take deep breaths, willing the panic to subside. But this wasn’t just anxiety about the road ahead. This was deeper, instinctive, primal.

My body knew, even if my mind refused to accept it: something was waiting for us out there.

Ethan looked down at me, noticing my sudden hesitation. “You okay?” he asked, his voice softer now, the playful edge gone and replaced by concern.

I nodded quickly, though my throat felt like it was closing up. “Yeah... I’ll be fine,” I lied, trying to suppress the growing weight in my chest. The road ahead stretched out endlessly, a black void that felt alive. It wasn’t just darkness—it felt like it was watching us, waiting for its moment.

“That guy has some serious problems,” Ethan muttered as we reached the car, his words almost lost in the haze of my spiraling thoughts. I reached for the driver-side door handle, my fingers trembling, but before I could grasp it, a sudden wave of anxiety crashed over me, drowning me in its intensity.

My heart raced violently, and my vision blurred as the edges of the world seemed to tilt. My knees buckled under me, and I gasped for air, my breaths shallow and panicked.

“Maeve! Hey, hey, calm down,” Ethan’s voice was sharp, urgent, as he rushed around the car to catch me before I hit the ground. His arms wrapped tightly around me, holding me steady as my body trembled uncontrollably.

“MAY!” Gwen’s shout echoed across the parking lot as she and Tara sprinted toward us, their faces pale with alarm.

“Get her anxiety medication!” Ethan barked, gesturing wildly toward the car. His voice was laced with panic, but his grip on me was steady, grounding. Tara and Gwen darted to the backseat, rummaging through my belongings with frantic hands as I slumped against Ethan’s chest, my head resting against him. His heartbeat was steady, strong—a fragile anchor in the chaos.

“Maeve, deep breaths, come on,” Luke knelt beside me, his hands moving in soothing circles on my legs. His voice was calm, but I could hear the strain behind it.

The bartender, who had been watching from the doorway, stepped outside, his boots crunching against the gravel as he approached cautiously. “Hey, darling, are you alright? Do you need an ambulance?” he asked, his voice gentle but firm. A waitress followed close behind, holding a can of ginger ale in her hands.

I gratefully accepted it, my hands shaking as Ethan popped the tab and held it to my lips. The cool, fizzy liquid slid down my throat, soothing the dryness left by the panic attack.

Behind us, I could hear Gwen and Tara bickering, their frantic voices cutting through the haze.

“It literally says anxiety medication right on the bottle!” Gwen shouted at Tara, her voice rising in exasperation as they rifled through the bag.

“Then give it to me!” Tara snapped back, their argument a blur in the background of my muddled thoughts. I wanted to speak, to tell them where it was, but the words stuck in my throat, swallowed by the panic still clinging to me like a shadow.

“No need for an ambulance,” Ethan said, pressing his forehead gently against mine. His voice was low but trembling, his nerves barely masked. “She’s fine. She’ll be fine.”

Luke, growing increasingly impatient, snapped at Tara. “Did you find it? Tara, come on!” His tone was sharp, teetering on the edge of desperation.

Finally, Tara emerged from the backseat with the bottle of medication in her hand, the cap already unscrewed. She hurried over, holding it out as if it were a lifeline. Ethan took the bottle, shook out a pill, and pressed it gently to my lips.

“Maeve, it’s okay. I’m right here,” he said softly, his voice steady despite the tension thick in the air. I swallowed the pill, the bitter taste lingering as I forced it down. Slowly, I felt the crushing weight of the panic start to lift, but the fear remained, coiling in the pit of my stomach like a living thing.

Ethan stayed close, his arms wrapped protectively around me as the trembling in my legs began to subside. My friends surrounded me, their worried faces blurring as I tried to focus on my breathing, willing myself to calm down.

“I told you, darling,” the bartender said, his tone tinged with disapproval as he snapped the cloth in his hand against his leg. “These roads aren’t for you.” Without waiting for a response, he turned back toward the bar, the waitress trailing behind him with a sympathetic glance before they disappeared inside.

Luke placed a gentle hand on my back, his concern etched in every movement. “You sure you’re okay, Maeve? We don’t have to do this. If you want to head back, just say the word.”

Ethan pulled me upright, his arms still wrapped around me. I leaned into Ethan, letting the steady rhythm of his breathing soothe me. His arms tightened around me, and he whispered something soft, though I couldn’t make out the words. My mind was still reeling, the echoes of the panic attack fading but the fear refusing to let go. It lingered, like a shadow, whispering that something was waiting for us further down the road.

“We’ll keep going,” I murmured, my face pressed against Ethan’s chest. The words didn’t feel like my own, but they tumbled out anyway. Ethan nodded, his hold loosening slightly. Luke glanced at me, reading my expression, before turning to Tara and Gwen.

“We’re going to keep going,” he said, his voice steady but cautious. Tara stepped closer, resting a hand gently on my shoulder.

“Alright,” she said softly, her concern evident. She lingered for a moment, then turned and followed Gwen back to the car.

“May, hey...” Ethan pulled back just enough to look into my eyes, his brow furrowed with worry. “Are you sure you want to do this? This was a stupid idea. We don’t have to spend Halloween at the mansion.” He brushed a hand against my cheek, his tenderness catching me off guard and making my chest tighten.

“No, no, I’m okay! I want to go,” I said quickly, forcing the lie out before I could second-guess myself. The internal scream of fear still echoed, but I buried it deep. Ethan studied my face for a moment, his eyes searching mine, then gave a small, playful tap to my chin.

“Alright,” he said, a faint smile breaking through his worry. “I’ll drive this time, and you can sleep.”

I nodded, grateful for the excuse to retreat. Moving to the passenger side, I climbed into the car and turned on the heater, the warmth doing little to chase away the cold gnawing at my insides. I buckled my seatbelt as Ethan pulled onto the highway, Luke’s headlights casting long beams across the empty road behind us.

I closed my eyes, trying to find some semblance of peace, but the unease remained, a constant presence. Letting out a shaky breath, I sighed heavily, my chest tightening with the weight of everything I hadn’t said.

“Is there something you’re not telling me, May?” Ethan asked, breaking the silence. His voice was calm but probing, cutting through the darkness like a blade. I hesitated, the truth clawing at the back of my throat. I wanted to tell him about the nightmares, the vivid premonitions that had haunted me for weeks. But I wasn’t ready to share that yet. I couldn’t.

So, I did what I always did. I lied.

“Remember when you met Luke? He was so drunk at that high school year-end party,” I said, hoping to distract Ethan from probing any further.

Ethan let out a loud laugh, slapping the steering wheel. The tension in the car lightened as he let himself fall into the memory.

“Damn, that jackass was so drunk he literally bumped into me at the party,” Ethan said, shaking his head. “I was about to ask Tara out when Luke stumbled into me and knocked me into the pool. We both fell in, and next thing I know, we’re swinging punches at each other in the water.” 

His laughter filled the car, and I couldn’t help but grin at the ridiculousness of it.

“We got kicked out of Gwen’s family home,” Ethan continued, “and ended up walking eight blocks to a McDonald’s, soaking wet.”

I laughed with him. “Yeah, and I still don’t understand why you two stayed friends after that.”

Ethan’s grin widened. “He’s good for me. Got me out of my shell. You know, I used to carry so much anger toward my dad for remarrying after my mom passed. I guess I took it out on everyone and everything. But Luke? He didn’t care. He didn’t care about my anger. He just... pulled me along and made me loosen up.”

The memory became more vivid in my mind. I could see it all again—the chaos of that night. Luke, tipsy and already unsteady on his feet, crashing straight into Ethan and sending them both tumbling into the pool. The fight that followed was pure chaos, water splashing everywhere as they wrestled like overgrown kids.

At first, Ethan had been furious, his frustration bubbling over as he shouted and swung at Luke. But then something shifted. I remembered watching the anger drain from him, replaced by something lighter. By the time they clambered out of the pool, dripping wet and out of breath, they were laughing at the absurdity of it all.

And then Gwen stormed over, her face red with fury. “Get out of here! You’ve ruined my family’s house!” she had screamed, pointing to the gate like a furious drill sergeant.

That’s how Ethan and Luke ended up walking through the quiet streets, drenched and laughing as they made their way to the nearest McDonald’s. I had followed a few paces behind, worried they might kill each other before the night was over.

But instead, they bonded—over soggy clothes and late-night burgers. By the time we sat down at a sticky table under the fluorescent lights, they were joking about who’d thrown the worst punch. What should have been a fight that ended in bitterness somehow became the start of their friendship.

“That walk to McDonald’s...” Ethan said, his voice softer now, pulling me back to the present. “That’s where it all changed. We weren’t fighting anymore. We were laughing. I guess I needed that.” He smiled faintly, the warmth of the memory softening his features.

“Yeah,” I said, resting my head against the window, watching the road stretch endlessly ahead of us. “Luke’s been a good influence in ways I never expected.”

The thought hung in the air, heavy with the weight of everything Ethan had carried over the years. The death of his mother, the anger he harbored toward his dad’s remarriage—it was like a storm that had raged inside him for so long, slowly losing its intensity, thanks in part to Luke’s friendship. Luke had a way of pulling Ethan out of the darkness, lightening the load he carried. But even with that, there were things we didn’t talk about—things that lingered, unspoken. That party had been a turning point for Ethan, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that this trip, this mansion, was stirring something much deeper. 

For a while, the car was silent except for the low hum of the engine. The road ahead was quiet, the occasional shadow from a tree flickering across the headlights. I tried to close my eyes again, hoping for even a moment of rest, but the memory of the mansion and the vivid dreams I’d been having made it impossible to fully relax. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw flashes of the manor: tall, menacing, and alive in ways it shouldn’t be.

“Maeve,” Ethan finally said, his voice breaking the silence after two hours of driving. My gaze was fixed on the road ahead, my nerves still on edge. I felt like I was on constant alert, waiting for something to lunge out of the darkness.

“What?” I replied, sharper than I intended.

Ethan hesitated, his hands tightening slightly on the steering wheel. “Whatever happened to Mike? Has he ever contacted you again?”

The mention of Mike sent a jolt through me, though I tried to keep my expression neutral. Mike. His name alone stirred something raw and unresolved in me. He had been my boyfriend for five years. We were supposed to get married—or at least, that’s what he’d told Gwen.

Mike and I had met in my junior year of high school. We were the picture-perfect couple, or so everyone thought. I was the petite brunette with long hair, big green eyes, and a baby face. He was the tall, charismatic jock on the varsity team—the guy everyone admired. His hair was golden blonde, always styled effortlessly, and his brown eyes seemed to draw people in. His face, chiseled and flawless, made him look like something out of a Greek myth.

But Mike’s charm wasn’t enough for Ethan. My brother had been a senior when we started dating, and he’d taken his role as the overprotective brother to extremes. He didn’t trust Mike, not one bit. I could still vividly remember the day after school when Ethan confronted him. They had nearly come to blows right there in the parking lot. Ethan had accused Mike of being a player, someone who wasn’t good enough for me. Mike had laughed it off at first, but Ethan’s anger boiled over, and the two of them started swinging.

I’d had to physically get between them, shouting at Ethan to stop. “Ethan, I’m dating him! You can’t just fight every guy who talks to me!” I had yelled, furious and embarrassed. Ethan hadn’t spoken to me for days after that.

And now, years later, here he was, bringing Mike’s name up again. It was like he couldn’t let it go, even after all this time.

It wasn’t until years later, on our fifth anniversary, that everything fell apart. Gwen, Tara, and I were at McDonald’s for lunch when Gwen casually dropped the bombshell: Mike had been telling Luke he was planning to propose to me. I pretended not to know anything, but inside, I was thrilled. Like any girl, I started imagining the moment—how he’d ask, what I’d say. I could practically feel the ring on my finger, glowing with excitement as I pictured him asking my stepfather and Ethan for my hand in marriage.

But then came that night. The night that shattered it all. Mike never showed up at my house with his big proposal. Instead, Luke caught him cruising around in his Camaro, the top down, a car full of cheerleaders packed inside—and one of them wasn’t just a passenger. She was his girlfriend.

Luke, ever loyal to me because of his bond with Ethan, confronted Mike at a party later that night. He didn’t tell Ethan—he knew Ethan would’ve gone nuclear—but Luke handled it his own way. He roughed Mike up, made it crystal clear that he was to end things with me, and warned him to stay far away. Luke wanted to protect me from the truth, to give Mike the chance to break things off cleanly, on his own terms.

Two days later, Mike called me. His voice was cold, distant, as though the five years we had spent together meant nothing. “We’re done,” he said, and then he hung up. Just like that. No explanation, no closure—just silence. I don’t think I’d ever cried so much in my life.

When I told Ethan about the breakup, he was livid. From that moment, Mike was on his radar, though I kept the full story to myself. Ethan never found out about the cheerleaders or Luke stepping in to protect me. If he had... well, things might have gone very differently for Mike.

Later, I heard Mike had transferred to another university far out of state with that cheerleader. That’s when I knew—he’d been cheating on me all along.

I tilted my head toward Ethan, unsure how to answer his question. “No, I haven’t spoken to Mike since... well, you know,” I said softly.

Ethan nodded, his jaw tightening as relief washed over his face. “Good,” he muttered, the word carrying a finality that signaled the end of the conversation.

But as silence settled over the car, my mind drifted back to those days. I could still see Ethan’s face after I told him about the breakup, his fury barely contained. He’d been ready to hunt Mike down, to make him pay for what he’d done. 

I sighed, leaning back in my seat and closing my eyes, thankful that part of my life was behind me. And yet, the sting of betrayal lingered, like a wound that never fully healed. Even after all these years, it still ached in a way I couldn’t quite ignore.

––––––––
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“WHAT THE HELL... IS that?” Ethan muttered, breaking the heavy silence. He slowed the car to a complete stop, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. Behind us, Luke followed suit, his headlights casting long, distorted shadows in the fog that had suddenly materialized in our path.

“A fog?” I asked, my voice trembling slightly. This wasn’t normal fog—it was too dense, too sudden, like a wall of mist had been dropped deliberately in front of us. The clock on the dashboard read 11:00 p.m., and the night was suffocatingly dark. No moon, no stars—just the oppressive blackness of the road and the thick haze stretching endlessly ahead. A chill crawled up my spine as we sat stranded on the empty stretch of highway, the car’s engine humming quietly beneath the weight of the moment.

Luke stepped out of his car, his silhouette barely visible through the haze, and reached for the CB receiver. “Ethan, there’s no way we can get through that fog,” he said, his voice distorted slightly by static. Ethan grabbed the receiver, his jaw tense, his eyes fixed on the wall of mist ahead.

“There’s another road to the right—it goes around Trenton. We passed the sign for it a few miles back. We could try taking that way. It’ll add time, but at least the fog will be behind us... I think,” Ethan said, his voice strained with uncertainty.

I glanced at him, unease gnawing at the edges of my mind. This fog wasn’t natural. It felt wrong—like it had appeared deliberately to block our path. As if something—or someone—was waiting for us on the other side, determined to stop us from continuing.

“What if it stretches that way too?” Luke’s voice crackled over the CB, tinged with apprehension. I tilted the rearview mirror and saw Tara and Gwen leaning forward in their seats, their faces pale as they stared at the mist, their expressions mirroring my own unease.

“We can’t risk driving through it, Luke,” Ethan said, his tone steady but firm. His knuckles were white against the steering wheel, his gaze locked on the unnatural fog as if it might move or shift at any moment. “We’ll go around. It might extend further north, or it might not—but staying here isn’t an option.”

The radio went quiet for a moment before Luke’s resigned voice came through, heavy with tension: “Alright. Let’s just get this over with.” His usual light-hearted demeanor was gone, replaced by something grim and serious. The weight of the situation pressed down on all of us, silent but undeniable. The fog loomed ahead, an impenetrable curtain of gray that felt alive, as though it was watching us. My chest tightened as my thoughts spiraled. What if this wasn’t a natural phenomenon? What if this fog was something else—something sent to stop us from reaching Trenton? Or worse... from reaching the manor?

Ethan edged the car forward cautiously, the tires crunching over the gravel as we left the fog behind. The straight, familiar path we had originally planned was gone. In its place, a narrow, unmarked gravel road curved ahead, leading us straight through Trenton—a place we had meant to avoid at all costs. My chest tightened, the weight of dread pressing down as I gripped the seatbelt, my fingers digging into the fabric like it might anchor me somehow.

“Are we really doing this?” I whispered, more to myself than to Ethan
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