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The wind howled through the empty fields, rattling the windows of the small house like a breath against fragile glass. Claire sat in the dark, the only light coming from the cigarette burning between her fingers. She hated smoking, but it gave her something to focus on—something real.

The clock on the wall ticked. 1:12 AM.

She hadn’t slept. Hadn’t even tried. The last time she closed her eyes, the whispering had started again. Soft at first, like the wind slipping under the door, but then closer. Right beside her ear.

Claire...

She had turned the lights on so fast she nearly fell out of her chair. She knew it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. But tonight, it felt different. It felt closer.

The cigarette burned down to her fingers, and she flinched, dropping it into the glass ashtray. She exhaled, rubbing her hands over her face, trying to push away the creeping dread tightening in her chest.

She looked at the clock again.

3:47 AM.

Her stomach dropped. That wasn’t right. She had just looked at it. Hadn’t she?

A shiver crept up her spine. Had she fallen asleep? No, she was sure she hadn’t. But then why did the cigarette she’d just put out look cold, like it had been there for hours?

Outside, the wind carried a sound—something distinct. Not the rustling of trees. Not the groan of the old farmhouse settling. Something else.

A knock.

A single, hollow knock against the back door.

Claire froze, her breath catching in her throat. She wasn’t expecting anyone. No one came out here. Not at this hour.

She stood, every nerve in her body screaming at her to sit back down, to ignore it. But she couldn’t. She crept toward the door, her bare feet silent against the worn wooden floor.

Another knock.

Louder.

She reached for the door handle, hesitating.

"Hello?" she called out, her voice barely above a whisper.

No answer.

She swallowed hard, pressed her eye against the peephole.

Nothing.

Just darkness.

But then—movement. A shadow shifting against the porch light, too quick to make sense of.

Claire stumbled back, heart hammering against her ribs. She turned, reaching for her phone.

Another knock.

This time, from the front door.

Claire’s breath hitched. She turned toward the kitchen, where the front door sat in shadow. The knock came again—slow, deliberate.

She squeezed the phone in her hand, the screen dark. No battery. That wasn’t right. She just charged it. Didn’t she?

Her fingers trembled as she flicked on the kitchen light. The bulb hummed, flickered—then died, plunging the room back into darkness.

A third knock.

Closer.

Claire’s stomach twisted. That wasn’t the front door anymore. It was inside.

She spun around, her pulse pounding in her ears. The front door was still locked. The windows shut. No footprints on the hardwood floor.

Nothing.

But she wasn’t alone.

A whisper slid through the dark, curling against her spine like a breath at her ear.

"You left the door open, Claire."

A sharp inhale burned her lungs. No. That wasn’t possible.

The wind rattled the windows, and suddenly, it was all too much. The silence, the shadows, the weight of something unseen pressing against her chest. She staggered backward, knocking into the counter, her fingers gripping the edge like a lifeline.

The whispers. The lost time. The dreams that weren’t dreams.

She needed out.

Blindly, she reached for the doorknob, twisting it with shaking hands.

The night air rushed in, cold and suffocating.

For a moment, she swore the field in front of her house was empty, the moon casting long, silver shadows over the grass.

Then she blinked.

A figure stood at the edge of the field.

Too far to see clearly. Too still.

Her pulse stuttered. Had they been there before? Had she seen them and forgotten?

She stepped back, her foot catching on something. A shape lay at her doorstep. Small.

A box.

It hadn’t been there earlier.

Had it?

Her skin crawled. Every nerve in her body screamed at her not to touch it. But she had to know.

Claire crouched, slowly lifting the lid.

Inside, something shifted.

And then it breathed.

The breath inside the box was faint, almost imagined. Claire’s fingers hovered over the lid, her body rigid with unease.

You’re losing it.

She squeezed her eyes shut, inhaling sharply. It was just the wind, rattling through the trees. Just her mind playing tricks on her again.

But when she opened her eyes, the box was still there.

Still waiting.

Something inside shifted again.

Claire jerked her hand back. Her skin prickled with the overwhelming certainty that if she looked inside, if she truly saw, there would be no coming back from it.

The whisper returned. Close. Too close.

"Go on, Claire. Open it."

She spun, heart slamming against her ribs. But there was no one behind her. Just the wind, curling through the open doorway.

A sudden, violent gust slammed the front door shut behind her. The sound echoed through the empty house.

Claire flinched. Her breathing was too fast, too shallow. Her thoughts tangled together.

I have to leave.

She turned, stepping off the porch. The cold earth beneath her bare feet sent a shock through her system. She needed to run—to get away from whatever was happening. But her legs wouldn’t move.

Not toward the car. Not toward the road.

Her gaze was drawn back to the field.

To the figure.

Still there. Still watching.

And this time, it was closer.

Claire’s breath caught in her throat.

The moonlight barely touched its features, but she could make out a smile. Wide. Unmoving.

Her stomach twisted violently.

That’s not a person.

A deafening silence stretched over the field, swallowing the wind, the rustling leaves—everything.

Then, as if the world snapped back into place, a sharp ringing filled Claire’s ears.

Her phone.

She looked down at her hand, realizing the screen was glowing. It wasn’t dead.

The caller ID sent a chill through her veins.

Unknown Number.

Her thumb hovered over the screen. Answer it, or let it ring?

A choice.

One that felt heavier than it should.

Her heartbeat pounded in her ears as she slowly lifted the phone to her ear.

“Hello?”

A pause.

And then—

"You left the door open, Claire."

The line went dead.
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The phone slipped from Claire’s fingers, landing on the porch with a dull thunk.

Her breath hitched.

She turned, eyes snapping to the front door.

It was open.

Not just unlocked—open.

A sliver of darkness stretched from the entryway, thick and impenetrable. The warm glow of the kitchen light should have been spilling out, but it didn’t. Instead, the shadows bled outward, too deep, too wrong.

Her body screamed for her to move. To grab the phone, to run, to do something.

But she was frozen.

And then—a creak.

Inside the house.

Claire’s stomach twisted. It wasn’t the wind. It wasn’t the house settling. Someone was inside.

She forced herself to move, taking a slow, careful step backward down the porch stairs. The boards groaned beneath her weight, but she barely noticed.

The night pressed in around her. The air was thick, suffocating. She needed to get to her car, to drive until she was miles away from this place. But her keys—her bag—everything was inside.

Another creak.

Closer this time.

A shape moved in the darkness beyond the threshold.

Claire’s pulse thundered in her ears.

The figure wasn’t clear. Just a distortion, a presence just beyond her ability to see. It loomed just past the doorway, shifting in a way that made her stomach churn—like reality itself was warping around it.

A whisper curled through the air, soft as a breath against her skin.

"Claire."

Her body reacted before her mind could catch up.

She turned and ran.

Her feet pounded against the dirt, bare skin scraping against gravel as she sprinted toward the tree line. The town was miles away, but she didn’t care. She just had to get away.

Behind her, the whispering grew louder.

The wind swirled violently, carrying voices—dozens of them, overlapping, too many to separate.

"Claire, Claire, Claire."

It was coming from the house. From the fields. From inside her own head.

She stumbled, nearly falling, but caught herself at the last second.

And then—silence.

No wind. No voices. Nothing.

Claire dared a glance over her shoulder.

The house stood in the distance, quiet and still.

The door was shut.

Had it ever been open?

Her stomach churned. Her breathing was ragged, uneven.

What the hell is happening to me?

A sound broke the silence.

A single, sharp beep.

Her phone.

The sound was coming from her pocket. But... how? She had dropped it on the porch, hadn't she?

With shaking hands, she reached into her pocket and slowly took her phone out. She looked at the glowing screen.

A message.

One new voicemail.

She hesitated, then pressed play.

A burst of static filled the speaker, hissing and crackling like something alive.

And then—

"You can’t run, Claire."

The message cut off.

Claire’s hands trembled. She turned in a slow circle, scanning the dark, her breath coming in short gasps.

She wasn’t alone.

Somewhere out there, in the blackness between the trees—

Something was watching.

Waiting.

And it wanted her to know.

Claire’s fingers tightened around the phone, knuckles white. The night pressed in around her, thick and oppressive, as if the darkness itself had weight.

Her body screamed at her to run, but where? Back inside? Into the woods? Every direction felt wrong.

The voicemail still echoed in her mind.

"You can’t run, Claire."

Her breath shuddered out of her. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to think. The logical part of her mind—the one that had been slipping further and further from her grasp—whispered that this wasn’t real.

It couldn’t be real.

But then—

A twig snapped behind her.

Her entire body tensed.

Slowly, she turned.

The trees stood tall and unmoving, their skeletal branches swaying slightly in the wind. There was no sign of anyone—no movement, no shadow shifting between the trunks.

But she wasn’t stupid.

Someone was there. Watching.

A deep, twisting dread coiled in her stomach.

And then—footsteps.

Not fast. Not running.

Slow. Deliberate.

Crunch.

Crunch.

Coming from the trees, measured and steady.

Claire’s breath caught in her throat.

She took a step back. Then another.

The footsteps matched her, closing the distance inch by inch.

She forced herself to move faster, stumbling toward the house despite every instinct telling her not to go back inside. She just needed something—a weapon, a locked door, anything.

Her foot hit the porch step.

The footsteps stopped.

Silence.

The kind that pressed against her ears, making her heartbeat sound deafening.

Claire reached for the door handle with a shaking hand, her skin damp with sweat.

Locked.

Her pulse thundered. She fumbled in her pocket for her keys, but they weren’t there. They were inside. Of course they were inside.

Behind her, the air shifted.

A presence. Close. Too close.

A whisper, so soft it barely touched her ears.

"Claire..."

She spun, ready to bolt, ready to fight—

But there was nothing.

No one.

Just the empty yard stretching into the fields.

Her body trembled, breath coming in ragged gasps.

And then—her phone buzzed in her hand.

She nearly dropped it.

The screen lit up.

A text message.

Unknown Number: OPEN THE DOOR.

Claire’s stomach lurched.

Her hands clenched around the phone.

Another message came through.

Unknown Number: DON’T KEEP ME WAITING.

A sharp knock hit the door behind her.

Not from outside.

From behind her.

Claire froze. That didn’t make sense. She was outside.

Wasn’t she?

Slowly, she turned—

The front door was open.

But not to the porch. Not to the fields beyond.

She was staring into her own hallway.

The familiar wooden floor stretched ahead, the dim glow of the kitchen light spilling across it. Her shoes were by the door. Her keys sat on the counter.

She was inside.

Her stomach twisted. That wasn’t possible. She had been outside. She had felt the cold air, heard the wind rattling the trees—

Hadn’t she?

The knock came again.

This time, from deeper within the house.

Claire’s pulse thundered in her ears as she stepped forward, her bare feet soundless against the wooden floor. She could hear her own breathing, sharp and uneven, the air thick with something heavy, something wrong.

She reached for the light switch with a shaking hand.

Click.

The hallway remained dim, the shadows stretching unnaturally, swallowing the edges of the room.

And in the center of the hallway, barely visible in the dim light—

A figure stood waiting.

Silent.

Still.

Watching.

Claire’s breath caught in her throat. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. The shape was human, but wrong—its proportions stretched, its head tilted too far to one side as if listening. The darkness clung to it, making it impossible to see any details, but she knew, deep in her bones—

It was looking right at her.

The phone slipped from her fingers, hitting the floor with a soft thud.

And then—

It smiled.

Not with its mouth.

With its entire body.

The shift was imperceptible at first, just a slight curling at the edges, a bending that made no sense. Then, like ink bleeding through paper, it spread. Limbs stretched. The shape bent backward, the sound of creaking wood echoing through the hall—except there was no wood breaking.

Claire stumbled back, her breath ragged.

It took a step forward.

A whisper, close to her ear, though the figure hadn’t moved.

"Found you."
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Darkness pressed in from all sides.

Claire was running. She didn't remember when she started, didn't know where she was going—only that she had to keep moving. The hallway stretched endlessly before her, the walls narrowing, the shadows thickening. The air grew heavier with every step, like she was wading through something unseen, something alive.

A whisper coiled through the blackness.

"Claire...”

Her breath hitched. She whipped around.

Nothing.

But the whisper came again, closer this time, crawling into her ears like fingers pressing against her skull.

"You can't run forever."

The floorboards groaned beneath her feet, bending, soft like flesh. She swallowed the scream rising in her throat.

She had to wake up.

This wasn't real.

She clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms. The pain grounded her for a split second—until she felt something wet. Warm.

Blood.

Her breath came fast and shallow as she opened her hands. Deep crescent-shaped wounds stared back at her, oozing crimson. But that wasn't the worst part.

The blood wasn't just hers.

A slow, thick drop fell from above, landing on her cheek.

Claire stiffened. The air turned putrid, the scent of iron and rot clogging her lungs.

She didn't want to look.

But she had to.

Slowly, she tilted her head back.

A body hung from the ceiling. Limbs bent the wrong way, mouth open in a silent scream.

Its eyes—wide, black, and bottomless—snapped directly onto her.

Claire stumbled back with a strangled cry, her pulse slamming against her ribs.

The body lurched forward, its neck cracking as it grinned.

"Wake up, Claire."

The world fractured.

And she did.



She was in her bedroom.

The sheets clung to her damp skin, her breath ragged, heart hammering against her ribs. The room was still, the shadows lurking in the corners just a little too deep.

A dream.

Just a dream.

She pressed a trembling hand to her forehead, forcing herself to take slow, measured breaths. The nightmare haze was already slipping, its details turning murky. But the feeling—the sheer, gut-wrenching terror—remained.

She needed water.

Swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, she reached for her phone from the night stand. She paused.

The bedroom door was open.

She never slept with it open.

Her stomach twisted. Maybe she left it open earlier and just forgot.

A floorboard creaked.

Not from the hallway.

From inside the room.

Behind her.

Claire turned—

The figure was standing in the corner, watching her breathe.

The figure smiled.

Claire couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. She dropped her phone.

The dim light of the hallway coming in through the bedroom door barely touched its features, casting deep shadows where a face should be. But she could feel its gaze pressing into her skin, crawling over her like a thousand unseen hands.

Her stomach lurched.

The silence stretched between them, thick and suffocating. The kind of silence that had weight, that filled every corner of the house, pressing against her skull.

Then—

It stepped forward.

The floor didn’t creak. The air didn’t shift. It was like it wasn’t really there, like it was just an afterimage burned into her retinas. But Claire knew better. She could feel it.

Her pulse pounded in her ears as she staggered back, her heel hitting the wall. The impact jarred something inside her just enough for her to move again. She dropped to her knees, fumbling for the phone she had just dropped, her fingers scraping against the wooden floor.

She grabbed it, breath hitching as she turned back—

The room was empty.

Her stomach twisted.

No. No, it was just there. It was right there.

Claire pushed herself upright, every nerve screaming at her to run, to get out. But her legs locked up beneath her, frozen between fight and flight.

Her gaze darted to the front door. It was still open, the night wind curling through the doorway like grasping fingers.

Had she actually left?

The memory was sudden... distant. Blurred at the edges. The cold from outside clung to her skin, but she couldn’t remember the moment she had stepped back in.

The sound of her own breath filled her ears, sharp and uneven.

Her chest ached.

Had she imagined it?

Claire swallowed, forcing herself to take slow, measured breaths. Her therapist had told her to focus on the present, to ground herself. Five things you can see. Four things you can touch. Three things you can hear...

She inhaled, exhaled.

The hardwood beneath her palms. The cool air against her skin. The weight of the phone in her hand.

But then—

A sound.

Faint. Subtle.

A whisper, threading through the silence like a needle through fabric.

"Claire."

She turned her head slowly, eyes wide, breath held—

The bathroom door was open.

She didn’t remember opening it.

Claire’s pulse hammered in her ears. She stared at the open door, her breath catching in her throat.

The darkness inside it seemed deeper than it should’ve been, like the light from the hallway refused to touch it. A black hole, swallowing everything in its reach.

Her mouth was dry.

She had shut that door earlier. She knew she had.

Didn’t she?

She took a step closer, her fingers tightening around the phone. The screen was still lit, the emergency dial pad glowing softly in the dark. But her thumb hovered over the call button, unmoving.

Who would she even call?

What would she say?

"There's someone in my house."

Except there wasn’t. The hallway was empty. The figure was gone.

Or maybe... it had never been there at all.

Claire closed her eyes, squeezing them shut so hard it hurt. She was tired. She hadn’t slept. That’s all this was. A waking dream. A trick of the mind.

That’s all.

She inhaled. Exhaled.

Then, slowly, she reached out and flicked the bathroom light switch.

Nothing happened.

The bulb didn’t flicker. Didn’t hum.

Just nothing.

She swallowed.

Another step forward.

The floor felt wrong beneath her feet, like the wood had softened, just a little. As if the house itself was breathing.

Her reflection was waiting in the mirror.

Barely visible in the darkness, but she could make out her own shape, the faint glint of her eyes. A vague, shadowy figure standing motionless—

No.

Not motionless.

It was tilting its head.

Claire’s stomach lurched.

She wasn’t moving.

And then—

Her reflection smiled.

The phone slipped from her fingers.
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The phone hit the floor with a dull thud. Claire didn’t move. Couldn’t move.

Her reflection—the thing in the mirror—stared back at her with that awful, unnatural grin. Wide. Too wide.

Her breath came in short, uneven gasps.

This wasn’t real.

It couldn’t be real.

The mirror Claire lifted a hand.

Claire’s own hands stayed clenched at her sides.

The breath in her lungs turned to ice.

The reflection pressed a single finger against its lips.

Shhh.

Claire stumbled backward, hitting the doorframe. Her heartbeat pounded so loudly she thought it might shake the walls.

This wasn’t happening.

This wasn’t—

Something laughed.

Not out loud.

Not in the room.

Inside her head.

A whisper-soft chuckle, curling around her thoughts like smoke. Amused. Patient.

Claire squeezed her eyes shut, digging her nails into her palms until pain broke through the panic.

When she opened them—

The mirror was empty.

No reflection. No twisted grin. Just a dim, smudged surface staring back at her.

Her stomach twisted violently.

She turned and ran.

Through the hallway. Past the living room. Toward the back door. She didn’t care where she went—outside, to the neighbors, anywhere but here—

She reached for the handle—

But the door was already open.

Not wide. Just a crack.

A sliver of blackness beyond it, stretching into nothing.

And from that nothing—

A breath.

Long. Slow.

Right against her ear.

Then—

A hand, ice-cold, pressed lightly against the small
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