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Prologue:
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I was twelve years old when my sister vanished without a trace, leaving behind nothing but questions and a hole where she used to be. She didn’t run away or disappear by accident—something took her, hidden in the dark, unseen by any living eyes or witness. 

Police found no signs of a struggle—no broken windows, no forced entry, and no unknown footprints anywhere in the house. Her bedroom window stood wide open; the bed was still warm. I remembered her favorite scent of lavender, and how she used to curl against the wall as if trying to disappear into it. Then, one morning, she wasn’t there.

My mother had always been fragile, or so the papers wrote; they said grief broke her, and that she was too broken to hold onto reality, but I always believed they were wrong. After my sister disappeared, my mother deteriorated fast. She drifted through the rooms clutching the leftover hairbrush, combing the empty air as if a ghost still sat before her. The lack of food and sleep caught up to her quickly—her skin turned a brittle, translucent pale, and her voice thinned to a dry whisper. 

Eventually, she stopped eating altogether, then stopped speaking. When words finally returned, they weren’t meant for me. She directed them at the empty corners of the room, arguing with someone I couldn’t see.

Authorities labeled her psychotic and charged her with murder despite the evidence. Nothing but a missing girl and a mother speaking riddles remained. They tried her, broke her down, and labeled her a danger to society. In the end, the system locked her behind steel, leaving nothing but unanswered questions. 

She didn’t shed a single tear in the courtroom. No excuses, no begging. The only thing she said the entire time—just whispering it under her breath until they led her away—was, “She’s still alive, he has her.”

I didn’t know what it meant, and I didn’t want to. Anger felt easier than grief, and blaming her became the simplest way to survive. After she died alone in a hospital bed—untouched by visitors—a box of her things arrived. Inside, her journal waited. I shouldn’t have read it, but I couldn’t stop myself. There were no confessions or apologies inside, just pages filled with frantic warnings. 

The sketches revealed a man with hollow eyes and a mouth like broken glass, though someone had violently torn out the pages right after them. Some of the remaining sheets were warped by water and old tears, while others bore smeared red stains like fingerprints that refused to fade. 

A single name had been scratched into the paper over and over, carving so deep that  it completely shredded the fibers. I’ve never spoken that name aloud—but a part of me now knows she wasn’t insane.

They say grief warps perception, and that I was just a traumatized girl creating monsters to cope with the loss of my sister. No one saw the shape standing outside my window that night. And no one else heard the tapping—a soft, steady knocking that came from deep inside the walls behind me, never from the front where I could look out and find a reason for it. No one else felt the room suddenly go freezing cold, or heard the faint, wet sound of breath against the glass. 

I finally understand what took my sister and what hunted my mother until she broke, because that same thing is out there right now, waiting in the dark just out of sight. It wants to break me just like my mother, but I am not going to let it just break me—not without a fight.
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Chapter 1:
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The bus wheezed as it pulled away, coughing a cloud of dust onto a faded sign behind me: Welcome to Marrowick. Population: 3,204. Except I already knew that the number was dropping. I stood alone on the edge of town, a suitcase in one hand and my mother’s ashes in the other. No one was there to greet me—but I hadn’t expected anyone to show up, anyway.

The road curved toward the place I once called home. The sidewalk cracked and crumbled beneath my feet, and the trees that used to surround the area looked like they died years ago, and the sky above looked as if a storm was starting to form. I stepped onto the broken sidewalk, walking down the empty street in total silence.

Every house on the block looked identical in its decay. People had tried to cover up the rot with cheap, fresh coats of paint, but it didn’t hide the truth. Shutters still hung crooked from their hinges, and the lawns had been left to go wild for months. Behind the glass, I could see the curtains twitching—people were watching me from a distance, hiding inside their houses the second I looked their way.

A chill ran down my spine as I reached our old house, which looked just like it did the night they took her away. The paint peeled in long, curling strips; the porch light flickered even during the day. The rust-colored stain on the front step hadn’t faded away—that was left by our grill.

I didn’t have a key, but the door creaked open anyway when I pushed against it. The air inside hit me all at once—heavy with the suffocating smell of mildew, dry rot, and decades of trapped dust. It felt less like a home and more like a tomb that had been sealed shut the night she vanished.

I set the heavy urn on the kitchen counter, half-expecting the floorboards to creak in response. The whole place still felt crowded by her—not like a ghost was hiding in the corners, but like her misery had soaked so deeply into the walls that it never really left.

I stepped inside. “I’m home.” The words came out quietly, meant more for me than for anyone else. There was no one there to greet me—just a silence that settled straight into my chest. It was the kind of quiet that makes you feel like the house is holding its breath, waiting to see what you’ll do next.

Nothing had been touched or cleaned since the day they dragged her out; the entire place was just left to rot in the quiet. The curtains were still wide open, but a thick layer of grey dust coated the windowsills and the furniture, choking out most of the afternoon light.

Her room was upstairs, the second door on the left—but I didn’t go there; I wasn’t ready yet. Instead, I moved toward the kitchen, half-expecting the floor to creak beneath my feet like it always did whenever I snuck in for midnight snacks. It still did, but quieter now, as if the house itself had changed.

The fridge hummed with a low, mechanical buzz. There was nothing inside besides an old jar of pickles with a curling label, and the juice had turned dark and cloudy, so I slammed the door and moved on.

My sister’s last drawing clung to the fridge with a faded sunflower magnet: a crayon portrait of me, her, and Mom. They were all smiling, eyes disproportionate, arms mere stick figures. I recalled how she had beamed handing it to me, and how Mom had displayed it like a Picasso, its edges now curled and the colors faded by time.

They were all still smiling on that old paper—back when we were whole. As I traced the faded crayon lines, a sudden, heavy wave of grief pulled at my chest. I stared at the drawing, wishing the figures could look back at me and explain how everything had gone so horribly wrong. But they just stared ahead like silent witnesses.

“I miss both of you.” But there was no response; the only answer was the sound of the house creaking; I didn’t expect one. The silence settled around me once again, thicker than before, as though it was trying to get rid of me, but despite that, I stayed.

A turn toward the dirty window revealed a reflection with a figure standing right behind me—too tall to be mine and too still to be real. Whether my mind was playing tricks or grief was twisting ordinary shadows into terrifying shapes remained uncertain, but a single blink made it disappear completely. Backing away from the glass meant fleeing the kitchen until a hand hit the wooden banister at the bottom of the steps, trailing along the stair rail and bringing a surprise at its coldness—not just a chill, but something wrong, as though the wood held onto a frost no warmth could erase.

Each room seemed to swallow the light behind me; hallways narrowed in my periphery. This wasn’t just a house where something happened—it was the place where I grew up. I stopped at my old room as the doorknob seemed to turn on its own.

Inside, there was nothing; my bed was still made from the last time I used to live here. Posters still clung stiffly to the plaster walls. The mirror had a sheet over it as if it was trying to hide. I didn’t recall doing that, but then again, I couldn’t remember a lot from back then after my sister disappeared.

Something seemed to move just behind the fabric—a flicker, just enough to show it noticed me too. My throat tightened, yet I still pulled the sheet off. The mirror reflected the room perfectly—the bed, the window, and the dust drifting through the air—except for me.

Nothing surrounded me—only an endless, sterile white that stretched in every direction, swallowing every edge until nothing held shape or form. I blinked and stepped backward, my heart thudding loudly against the thick silence. This wasn’t a memory. It was something else entirely, like reality was breaking right in front of me.

As I turned from the mirror, my breath came in shallow and uneven. I reached for the door and tried to open it, but it refused to budge as if someone had locked me inside. A whisper slipped through the room, curling like smoke around my ears. It repeated the words, “You know she did it. Your mother killed her, and you’re just making up monsters to hide from the truth.”

The voice wasn’t mine, yet it carried the sharp ache settled deep in my chest—the fury and doubt that never left. I spun around, searching the shadows for the source, but found nothing. Outside, the wind clawed at the house, rattling the windowpanes like desperate fingers pounding to be let in. The porch light sputtered, casting the yard into shadows and brief illumination.

I pressed my palm against the cold wooden door, trying to wiggle it open. “Please let me out.” When it refused to budge, I turned back toward the room, realizing the kitchen counter was somehow still right behind me, so I bent over and lifted the urn from the surface again, feeling its heavy weight in my hands.

I grabbed the handle of the kitchen back door and pushed it open as the house seemed to not want me there, with the door swinging wide to spill into the night and a bitter chill inside like a flood of unwelcome truth. Stumbling outside, my eyes adjusted to the muted gray dusk of the yard that stretched before me—tangled, wild, and overgrown with the suffocating remnants of a life I once knew.

Beyond the trees, a figure moved—tall, unnervingly still, and watching me. I froze as the thick air pulled tight around my skin like invisible hands, making me feel that familiar hunger behind the hollow eyes recorded within my mother’s journal, and the shadow slipping just beyond my reach, knowing it wanted me to stay quiet and completely forgotten.

The thick air pulled tight around me like hands trying to keep me in place. I could feel it again: a hunger behind the hollow eyes that were recorded within Mother’s journal.

I clenched the urn tighter, holding the only part of her I had left. The figure faded into the twilight, but something in me knew this was only the beginning. Even though I had just returned to Marrowick, yet it never truly seemed like it let me go in the first place.

— • —
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Mom sat on my bed in the fading afternoon light, hair loose around her shoulders and eyes red but bright. She held the sunflower drawing between thumb and forefinger, tracing each stick arm as if seeking reassurance in its lines. “Do you see it? Do you see how she drew us together, linked by that single stem?”

I nodded, too small to grasp the heavy meaning behind her broken smile. “She’s good, Mom.” The drawing slipped into her lap as her fingers curled around mine—offering a kind of silent comfort I didn’t know how to return.

A distant siren cut through the cracked windowpanes, its wail ripping the quiet apart and shattering what little sense of safety remained. She flinched, fingers trembling as she brushed hair from my face and pressed her lips to my wrist. “Promise you’ll stay strong, no matter what.”

I managed a shaky “Okay,” though such a promise felt far too massive for those twelve years to carry.

Her eyes closed as she lifted my wrist again and kissed the soft skin near my pulse. “I love you, hope you always remember that.” Beyond the trees, a wind-blown branch tapped against the glass in a rhythmic knock, demanding our attention. Her attention snapped to the window’s dark reflection, terror flashing sharp and clear in her eyes. “Do you hear that?”

I shook my head. “It’s just the wind, Mom—”

She pressed a finger to my lips, her eyes never leaving the dark. “No—it’s not just the wind.” Her arms tightened around me in a fierce embrace that felt both urgent and tender. “I’ll keep you safe, and I always will.”

Lightning flashed in the sky above us as the rain started to hammer the window with a relentless force. Suddenly, her arms went limp, her body collapsing to the floor beside me like a puppet cut from its strings as her eyelids fluttered shut in a final, fragile farewell. “Stay strong.”

I walked alone on the damp carpet, the cold rain soaking into my pajamas while her promise remained with me.

— • —
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I blinked, disoriented, as I stepped onto the porch as memories hit me with unforgiving clarity. The urn slipped from my hands, tilting in midair, threatening to explode across the sun-bleached planks beneath my feet. It hit the wood with a hollow crack that broke the silence that draped around the old house like gauze. 

The lid tumbled off, skittering to a stop beside the scattered ashes from the shattered, delicate urn. Ash drifted outward like a slow wave, curling like fog across the planks to catch within the seams of the boards and vanish through the narrow gaps. I just stared at it, frozen in place and unable to look away.

My knees gave out, causing me to drop to what remained of my mother’s ashes, as my fingers started brushing through the ashes. “I’m sorry.” The apology left me with a breath that could barely escape into the air. “I can’t do this without you.”

The wind started to pick up, lifting the ashes into the air in a slow, swirling rise of what used to be, and I stayed there, not moving. 

Eventually, I stood up with what little balance I had, my hands streaked gray and shaking from where they’d pressed into her ashes. I couldn’t make myself clean up the mess; everything could wait. The house loomed behind me, filled with ghosts that I wasn’t yet willing to face. What I needed was space, untouched by her.

I got into my car and just started driving, desperate to put distance between myself and the house. The road into town unfurled past leaning trees and weather-stripped fence posts, unseen since childhood. Marrowick looked unchanged, with the same warped signs, the same hollow streets, and the same chipped awnings sagging above shops long since stripped of purpose. The car rolled to a stop outside Holloway’s General Store as the engine exhaled a final breath into stillness.

Inside, a sharp lemon cleaner tried and failed to bury mildew clinging across surfaces beneath flickering overhead fluorescents. I grabbed a basket, and started moving along the aisles, filling it methodically with gloves, a broom, trash bags, mildew spray, and anything promising to scrub the past from walls. I carried the heavy basket out of the aisle and set it down on the front checkout counter.

“You look familiar.” The man from behind the counter was an older gentleman with a deep furrow drawn between his eyes, his name tag reading V. Callum. “Are you from around here?”

“Used to be,” I replied, trying not to make eye contact.

He leaned forward, squinting. “Wait... Marla, right? From Solace Place?”

My stomach turned cold. “No. That was my sister.”

“Ah. Thought I recognized you.”

“I’m Claire.”

That name settled like dust. For a long moment, he said nothing—just watched me with something old, unreadable behind his expression, something people wear when they believe they’ve seen a ghost but aren’t sure.

He gave a small nod as he scanned the items, his eyes shifting between the scanner and me, filled with questions he wanted to ask. I counted bills with fingers, refusing to stay calm, dodging his eyes while he dodged mine.

The last item beeped, and he bagged it in silence before nudging it forward with a nod that felt like a dismissal—or perhaps protection, a closing-off of whatever he’d nearly said. “You’re all set, and take care of yourself.”

Outside, the heat struck like a fist, pressing against skin and lungs with a weight nearly personal. I adjusted the bags in my arms as I faced the car, and then froze as a voice sliced the silence like a needle to the spine. “You came back.”

A woman leaned beside a vending machine as if someone had shaped her from air itself, her red hair uneven at the ends and looking like it had been hacked by something blunt. Her eyes were too wide and too glassy; her smile seemed too still, wrong in a way that was completely unrelated to expression or intent.

I didn’t recognize her, yet she looked like she’d been waiting for me a long time, like she had nowhere else left to go. “Sorry?” I replied.

“They said you would.” She didn’t look at me so much as it seemed she was looking through me. “No one ever leaves this place.”

“Do I—know you?”

She tilted her head birdlike, whispering, “No, but I remember your sister Marla was the brave one, while you were just the quiet shadow behind the door, always watching while things happened just out of reach.”

A chilly wind moved through me, though the air stood still. I hadn’t set foot inside this town since I was twelve years old, since my sister was taken. “I’m sorry, but you’ve got the wrong person.”

Her smile widened. “We all come back to this town, whether we like it or not.”

“Okay.” I stepped past her, one foot after the other, trying to get by her.

“Tell Marla I said hi.” Her voice followed me as I threw the bags onto the passenger seat in a panic, scrambling inside before pulling the groaning door shut behind me. She didn’t move at all, just stood there watching as her mouth kept shaping words I couldn’t hear, while the dusk deepened around her like a curtain being drawn across the fading light of day. A sticker lifted from her jacket’s edges: YARROW HALL. Below it, hand-scrawled in pen: Lila.

The heat clung to my skin as I climbed inside the car, a heavy weight from the town pressing against my chest. The woman’s words raced through my mind—“We all come back, whether we like it or not.” I started the engine, the car grumbling to life as I pulled away from the faded storefront, leaving the woman leaning beside the vending machine with her eyes fixed on the back of my car. 

For a long moment, I glanced backward, expecting her to be gone, but she didn’t move. She just stood there as the uneaseness settled deeper inside me. How did she know my sister’s name? Why did she sound so sure, so certain?

Questions started to spin in my head like wheels on a car, fast and out of control, as I tried telling myself it was simply a coincidence—a stranger’s guess toward a forgotten face. But deep down, I knew this was no coincidence, nor was it just small-town chatter or tired gossip.

The town had never forgotten what happened that day, and maybe it never would. I swallowed hard, tightening my grip on the steering wheel. I came back to uncover the truth, but despite that, the weight of everything I couldn’t explain still got to me.

The road unfurled ahead — long, narrow, framed by leaning trees and weather-beaten fence posts unseen since childhood. Marrowick never seemed to change, almost as if time seemed to freeze. Signs sagged from rusted poles, shop windows stared back blank and empty.

The silence inside the car thickened, choking me as the worn tires hummed low against the cracked road. The only sound breaking the quiet was the steady vibration of the engine, which only made the empty highway feel louder and more isolated as the darkness closed in around me.

Memories flickered along the edges of my mind—childhood laughter that felt like it belonged to a different life, soft whispers in the dark, and that sharp crack marking the night everything changed. I didn’t push them away this time; I pulled at them, trying to find the thread I had missed when I was twelve, desperate to understand how a town full of people could just pretend my sister never existed.

My hands gripped the steering wheel tighter than necessary, my knuckles aching against the worn leather. I swallowed hard, forcing my eyes to stay glued to the empty road ahead, knowing there was no turning back now that the town already knew I was here.

I drove the car up into the driveway of the house, and I turned off the engine, leaving me in the sudden, dead quiet of the yard. I hesitated before opening the door, my stomach twisting as I stared at the dark porch, knowing that the thing from the woods and the mess of my mother’s ashes were both waiting for me inside. 

I reached across the console, grabbing the plastic bags of cleaning supplies off the passenger seat and clutching them tightly in my hands. Leaving the safety of the car, I stepped out into the cold night air, walking back toward the open kitchen doorway that was still hanging wide from my frantic escape. 

I stepped inside, and the sour, stagnant air struck me. Dust motes drifted in the dim moonlight, suspended in the air, tangled in spiderwebs I didn’t notice at first. 

I placed the bags on the kitchen table—their contents signaling a quiet rebellion against decay: gloves, a broom, trash bags, and mildew spray.

The floor groaned underfoot as I walked to the corner, gripping the broom. Dust coated every surface like a shroud, packed into cracks and corners. I started sweeping, careful not to kick it up too much, but each pass awakened more than dirt. The walls felt like they were leaning inward. The broom scraped across the worn floorboards, its sound warped—as if the house was protesting.

I cleaned the kitchen, starting with the corners where years of grime clung to every surface. The cupboard doors were barely hanging on, their paint chipped and worn, and the sink was stained with something as the faucet dripped in an irregular rhythm.

I paused, running my fingers along the counter’s edge. The surface felt tacky with residue, giving off a sour odor. I grabbed the spray and started wiping down the cabinets, as the chemicals started to sting my nose and throat. The bitter scent of lemon fused with stale air, and I coughed as my eyes started to water.

Trash bags filled fast with broken plaster, crumpled papers, and splinters from the rotted floor. The broom scraped on each stroke, revealing more and more of the house under the layers of dust.

Near the back door, I found a yellowed newspaper, edges curled, headlines faded. I crushed it and tossed it into the trash, as a small, folded note slipped out from beneath, yet deeply creased, as if clenched tightly for years. I hesitated, as my fingers shook, unwilling to open what might never close again.

I swallowed, forcing my body to move despite the weight pressing on my chest. At last, the kitchen resembled something livable now. I opened the windows, careful not to break the brittle panes, as a cool breeze swept inside.

I breathed stale air mixing with a fresh gust, and for the first time since arriving, I felt a faint flicker of hope stirring inside me. When the kitchen lost its tomblike feel, I made my way upstairs, hearing floorboards continue to moan under me.

I paused halfway up, as fingers traced the cracked wooden railing while the walls stood faded and stained, the wallpaper peeling off in long strips. Each step toward Marla’s room rang through the empty halls, the silence swallowing every sound like a living, hungry thing waiting in the dark.

As I reached the door, my hands started to tremble as I raised it to open the door. Marla’s room remained untouched since that day. The bed sat neatly made, her belongings untouched in their places. Dust motes hung thick in the dim light filtering through cracked blinds.

On the small desk, a thin leather-bound diary caught my eye, its cover cracked and worn, the lock long since broken open. My fingers trembled as I picked it up and flipped through the fragile pages, revealing the first entry dated months after Marla’s disappearance. 

“I don’t understand—one moment I stood here safe, and the next, I just vanished. They say someone took me, but I don’t remember being taken by anyone. Can’t anyone see me? I’m right here—it’s like I’m caught between two worlds?”

I blinked, my heart pounding relentlessly inside my chest as I stared at the page, wondering how she could have written this when she had vanished without a trace and the police found absolutely no evidence she’d been anywhere else. 

Another entry read: 

“They think I’m gone, but I’m still here and every day feels like a nightmare I can’t wake from.” My hands started to shake as the paper rattled against my fingers as I whispered, “This isn’t possible.” Marla had been gone all this time, lost to us completely. How could she have written about it?

My mind reeled with unanswered questions. Had she been back here? Or had someone else brought her diary back here?

I closed the book, clutching it as if it might disappear in my hands at any moment, and I fell to the floor as the diary laid heavy in my lap.

Outside, the wind surged, rapping sharply against the window. “No.” My breath caught. “My mind is just playing tricks on me.” I stayed on the floor for a long moment as the diary sat in my lap as my mind started to race with what I had just read.

I set the diary on the dusty floor beside me, fingers brushing the worn leather cover, as though I could extract answers from just touching it as the weight of loneliness closed in around me.

I pushed to my feet, joints aching from crouching for too long, and I scanned the room one last time. The pale light sliced through the cracked blinds, casting long bars across her belongings—her books, a faded scarf hanging on her desk, and a half-finished sketch beneath the bed—each object held a story.

I swallowed the knot in my throat and wiped my hands over my jeans, trying to calm myself down. I stepped into the hallway, making my way back downstairs. The house stretched ahead with a tangle of dust. I cracked open windows wherever possible, inviting the chilled air to enter and shatter the stale grip of the house.

The living room furniture laid buried beneath yellowed sheets. I pulled one free, exposing the worn pattern of a cracked leather chair. 

I swept the floor, dragging dirt and splinters toward the front door. I scrubbed the windows, glass clouded with fingerprints and years of neglect. 

In the hallway bathroom, the sink was clogged. The mirror had a crack across my face. I scoured the counter, pouring out the last of the cleaner, determined to make this house livable again.

In the bedrooms, dust clung thickly to the sheets while the mattresses sagged under an invisible weight, forcing me to tear back the covers as I tossed crumpled clothes and broken toys into the trash bags.

Every sweep and every scrub felt like a physical fight against the quiet of the house, my muscles aching as I stripped away years of neglect to force the rooms back into reality. The empty halls still felt heavy, as if the walls themselves were stubbornly holding onto whatever happened to my sister, but I kept pushing through the exhaustion.

I kept working until my hands were completely raw and my shoulders burned from the effort, finally stopping only when the rooms were stripped clean of the grime. The house still didn’t feel welcoming, but at least it was clean enough to live in now.

I scrubbed the thick layers of dust over the hallway mirror until my reflection stared back at me, warped and worn by time and grime. The glass wavered within the frame, loosened at the corners, as though it, too, had grown tired of holding everything together.

Yellowed newspaper clippings littered the bottom of the stairs that my mother had saved. I sifted through them and stuffed them into the garbage bag slumped by the door.

The sharp scent of the cleaner began to fade, replaced by that heavy, familiar smell of rotting wood and old dust. I wrinkled my nose against it and shoved open several of the windows, letting the stagnant summer heat pour into the room to choke out the chemical fumes.

I paused in the living room doorway, eyes taking in the slashed cushions that bled yellowed stuffing, half-dragged out and abandoned in dark corners. Someone had torn through the couch, as if looking for something. The fluff had settled like dust, untouched and thick for many years.

Swallowing hard, I calmed my breathing and bent low to gather the mess, pushing it deep into the garbage bag with the rest of the day’s trash.

My fingers brushed behind the couch, colliding with something harder and smoother than fabric until I yanked it free to reveal a photograph. Turning it over in my hands, my chest went cold—it showed me standing at the foot of the stairs, dressed in today’s clothes with today’s dust smudged thick across my jeans, taken from high above at an angle fixed near the top banister.

I froze as my heart slammed repeatedly against my ribs, my mind racing because I hadn’t seen a camera anywhere, hadn’t heard a single click, and knew for a fact that I had been completely alone. Flipping it over revealed only a completely blank back, forcing me to shove the photo deep into the trash bag with the rest of the mess, refusing to look at it for another second.

By the time the sun dipped low enough to turn the walls a deep gold, the trash bag sat full, bloated and sagging at the seams beneath the weight until I tied it off with a sharp twist. Dragging it to the front door, the plastic groaned and snapped under the strain with each step.

The handle stuck momentarily before it gave way, the porch light snapping on automatically to cast a dull halo across the crooked railing as I stepped outside. Cicadas screamed high and shrill, but beneath their noise came the unmistakable crunch of leaves, making my eyes travel toward the end of the driveway where the trees seemed to thicken. Nothing was there as I dropped the bag into the bin with a hollow thud.

As I turned to re-enter the house, a sudden chill crawled up my spine. I saw red eyes that didn’t blink stare back at me. I rushed inside and shut the door behind me with more force than necessary, and locked it.

The house still felt like it was pressing from all sides, with the walls bowing inward while the
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