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Chapter 1 — The Package

[image: ]


Rain fell over Grendale like rotten ash from the sky.

The city had always looked sick at night.

Wet streets reflected broken neon lights. Old apartments stood silently beneath tangled electrical wires. Somewhere far away, thunder rolled behind layers of black clouds, shaking the windows of the nearly empty coffee shop where Mike Alder sat alone.

His cigarette burned slowly between two trembling fingers.

The untouched cup of coffee in front of him had gone cold nearly an hour ago.

Mike stared blankly outside the fogged window.

Another sleepless night.

Another storm.

Another attempt to drown memories that refused to stay buried.

The television hanging near the counter buzzed with static before a late-night news anchor appeared.

“...heavy rain warnings continue across northern districts. Residents are advised to avoid the Blackmoor highway area after several unexplained disappearances reported this week...”

Mike ignored it.

He rubbed his tired eyes.

Three days.

Three entire days without proper sleep.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the same thing.

A hallway.

White walls.

A woman smiling.

Too wide.

Too still.

Too wrong.

Mike inhaled deeply from the cigarette before suddenly—

BRZZZT.

His phone vibrated violently across the table.

Unknown Number.

He stared at it for a moment.

Then answered.

“...Hello?”

Only static answered him.

Crkkkkk—

Like old tape noise.

Mike frowned.

“Who is this?”

No answer.

Then slowly...

very slowly...

he heard breathing.

Not normal breathing.

Wet.

Heavy.

As if someone stood inches away from the microphone.

Mike’s expression hardened.

“Listen, if this is some kind of joke—”

A voice suddenly whispered.

“...Mike...”

His body froze instantly.

The cigarette slipped from his fingers.

That voice.

Impossible.

His throat tightened.

“...Ethan?”

Silence.

Then—

click.

The call ended.

Mike remained motionless.

Rain hammered harder against the windows.

The waitress near the counter glanced toward him nervously, probably because his face had suddenly gone pale.

Ethan.

His younger brother.

Dead for two years.

Mike grabbed the phone again with shaking hands and redialed the number.

The automated voice answered immediately.

“This number does not exist.”

His stomach twisted.

Outside, lightning illuminated the empty street for half a second.

And Mike swore—

someone was standing across the road.

Watching him.

A tall figure beneath the rain.

Not moving.

Not blinking.

Just standing there.

Mike immediately stood up from his chair.

But another lightning strike came—

and the figure was gone.

Only rain remained.

The waitress approached carefully.

“You okay, sir?”

Mike forced himself to breathe normally.

“...Yeah.”

But even he could hear the lie in his own voice.

The waitress looked unconvinced.

“You’ve been staring outside for almost an hour.”

Mike grabbed his coat from the chair.

“How much?”

“Coffee’s on the house tonight.”

“...Thanks.”

He placed cash on the table anyway and walked toward the exit.

The bell above the café door rang softly as he stepped outside.

Cold rain instantly soaked his dark jacket.

The city smelled like wet concrete and rust.

Mike lit another cigarette beneath the small roof near the entrance, trying to calm the violent noise inside his head.

But then he noticed it.

A package.

Small.

Wrapped in old brown paper.

Placed directly beside his motorcycle.

Mike frowned slowly.

There was no sender name.

No delivery stamp.

Nothing.

Only one sentence written using black marker across the surface:

“You should have looked for him sooner.”

Thunder exploded across the sky.

Mike felt cold crawl down his spine.

Slowly...

he opened the package.

Inside was a photograph.

Old.

Slightly wet.

His breathing stopped.

It showed Ethan standing in front of a building under heavy rain.

A building with rusted gates.

Broken windows.

And a faded sign above the entrance.

SMILE HOME.

Mike drove through the rain for nearly forty minutes without realizing where he was going.

The photograph rested on the passenger seat beside him.

Every few seconds, his eyes drifted toward it again.

Ethan looked thinner in the picture.

Paler.

His smile looked unnatural, stretched stiffly across his face like someone forcing invisible strings at the corners of his mouth.

Mike tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

The police report said Ethan died in his apartment.

Suicide.

Drug overdose.

Case closed.

That was what everyone told him.

But Mike never believed it completely.

Not after seeing Ethan’s body.

Not after noticing the bruises around his wrists.

Not after hearing the neighbors mention strange people visiting his apartment at night during the final weeks before his death.

And now this photograph appeared out of nowhere.

Fresh.

Recent.

Impossible.

Rainwater blurred the windshield as Mike slowed near a red traffic light.

The streets were almost empty.

Only a few tired souls wandered beneath umbrellas under the dead glow of street lamps.

Mike reached for the photo again.

On the back side, something else was written.

A date.

October 12th.

Tomorrow.

Beneath it, another sentence:

“He is still waiting.”

Mike’s jaw tightened.

“What the hell is this...”

His voice sounded weak even to himself.

Suddenly—

KNOCK.

Mike flinched violently.

Someone was tapping on the driver-side window.

An old man stood outside beneath the rain.

Thin body.

Grey coat.

Skin pale as paper.

Mike lowered the window slightly.

“What?”

The old man stared directly into his eyes.

Not blinking.

“You shouldn’t go there.”

Mike felt immediate discomfort.

“...Go where?”

The old man’s gaze slowly shifted toward the photograph in Mike’s hand.

His expression changed instantly.

Fear.

Real fear.

“You saw the building...”

Mike narrowed his eyes.

“How do you know about this place?”

The old man stepped backward immediately.

Too quickly.

Like he regretted speaking at all.

“Throw that picture away.”

“What?”

“Before it notices you.”

The traffic light turned green.

Cars behind Mike began honking loudly.

But the old man remained standing in the rain.

Motionless.

Mike opened the door and stepped outside.

“Hey!”

Cold rain drenched him instantly.

“Wait!”

But the old man was already walking away between dark alleyways beside the road.

Fast.

Unnaturally fast for someone his age.

Mike cursed under his breath and followed him.

Water splashed beneath his boots as he entered the narrow alley.

Dark.

Wet.

Empty.

The old man was gone.

Completely gone.

Mike stopped walking.

His breathing became heavier.

The alley smelled rotten.

Like mold and something metallic underneath it.

Then he heard it.

A laugh.

Soft.

Somewhere above him.

Mike slowly raised his head.

A fire escape ladder clung to the side of the building overhead.

And at the very top—

someone stood there.

A woman.

Long black hair soaked by rain.

White hospital gown.

Smiling down at him.

Too wide.

Too still.

Mike’s pulse exploded.

“Hey!”

The woman tilted her head slightly.

Then suddenly—

the lights around the alley flickered violently.

One.

Two.

Three times.

And when the lights stabilized again—

she was gone.

Mike stumbled backward instinctively.

His heart pounded so hard it hurt.

“What the fuck...”

A loud screech suddenly echoed nearby.

His phone vibrated inside his pocket.

Unknown Number.

Again.

Mike answered immediately.

“...Who are you?”

Static.

Then a whisper.

Very close.

Very soft.

“Come to Smile Home, Mike...”

The voice sounded female this time.

Almost gentle.

Then came another whisper.

One that made his blood freeze completely.

“Ethan misses you.”

The call ended.

At the far end of the alley...

something moved.

Several figures now stood beneath the rain.

Tall.

Thin.

Human shapes.

All staring toward him silently.

And every single one of them...

was smiling.

Mike ran.

Instinct took over before his mind could process what he had just seen.

His boots slammed against the wet pavement as thunder roared above the city. Behind him, the alley remained silent.

Too silent.

No footsteps.

No voices.

Only rain.

Mike didn’t dare look back until he reached the main road again.

Cars passed normally.

People walked beneath umbrellas.

The city looked alive.

Normal.

As if the nightmare inside that alley never existed.

Mike bent forward beside his motorcycle, breathing heavily.

His chest hurt.

Rainwater dripped from his hair onto the cracked asphalt below.

“Get a grip...”

He whispered the words to himself repeatedly.

Hallucinations.

Lack of sleep.

Stress.

That had to be it.

But deep inside...

he already knew he was lying to himself.

His trembling hand reached into his pocket and pulled out the photograph again.

Smile Home.

The rusted building in the picture looked familiar somehow.

Not because he had visited it before.

But because part of his brain recognized it.

Like a forgotten memory scratching from inside a locked room.

Mike stared at Ethan’s face again.

Then noticed something new.

A figure stood behind Ethan near one of the second-floor windows.

Tall.

Blurred.

Its face impossible to see clearly beneath the rain.

Mike narrowed his eyes.

The figure looked almost human.

Almost.

Then lightning flashed across the sky.

For a split second, the reflection on the wet photograph shifted—

and the figure inside the window appeared closer.

Mike immediately dropped the photo onto the ground.

His pulse spiked violently.

“No...”

He crouched quickly and picked it up again.

The figure was back in its original place.

Still.

Far away.

Mike stared at it in horrified silence.

Then his phone vibrated again.

This time it wasn’t an unknown number.

DIANA REEVES.

Mike hesitated before answering.

“...Yeah?”

“Mike?”

Her voice sounded sleepy.

Soft.

Human.

It grounded him slightly.

“You still awake?”

“When do I ever sleep?”

Diana sighed quietly on the other end.

“You disappeared from the gallery early.”

“I wasn’t in the mood.”

“You’ve sounded strange all week.”

Mike leaned against the motorcycle.

Rain continued pouring around him.

“I’m fine.”

“You say that every time.”

Silence followed.

Diana finally spoke again.

“You’re thinking about Ethan again, aren’t you?”

Mike closed his eyes.

“...I got something tonight.”

“What kind of something?”

“A photograph.”

No answer.

Then:

“From who?”

“I don’t know.”

Mike looked down at the picture in his hand.

“But it was taken after Ethan died.”

The silence this time felt different.

Heavier.

Almost nervous.

“Mike...”

“What?”

“You should let him go.”

Mike laughed bitterly.

“That’s funny coming from you.”

Diana went quiet instantly.

Too quiet.

Mike immediately regretted the comment.

“...Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

But her voice no longer sounded soft.

It sounded distant.

Like her mind had suddenly gone somewhere else.

Then he heard it.

A sound from her side of the call.

Creak...

A door slowly opening.

Diana whispered something quietly.

Not to Mike.

To someone else.

Mike frowned.

“...Diana?”

No answer.

Only silence.

Then—

another voice appeared through the phone.

Male.

Old.

Calm.

“Has he received the package?”

Mike’s entire body froze.

“Who the hell is that?”

Diana inhaled shakily.

“Mike... listen to me carefully.”

“What’s going on?”

“You cannot go to Smile Home.”

Cold spread slowly through his stomach.

“How do you know that name?”

“Promise me.”

“Diana—”

“PROMISE ME!”

Her sudden scream nearly made him drop the phone.

Then instantly—

the call cut off.

Mike stared at the dark screen.

Rain hammered endlessly around him.

For several seconds, he couldn’t move.

Couldn’t think.

Then slowly...

he noticed someone standing across the street again.

Under the flickering streetlight.

A woman.

White uniform.

Long black hair.

Smiling.

The exact same woman from the alley.

This time she raised one arm slowly...

and pointed somewhere behind Mike.

Mike turned immediately.

Across the road, beyond rows of dark buildings and rain-covered streets...

he saw it.

Far away on top of a hill overlooking Grendale.

A massive shadow beneath the storm.

A building.

Dead windows.

Rusted gates.

And above the entrance—

faintly illuminated by lightning—

the words:

SMILE HOME.
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