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Chapter 1: The Welcome
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The bus did not stop; it merely slowed down enough for the driver to slam his palm against the lever, swinging the pneumatic doors open with a sharp, gasping hiss.

"San Tomás! Cruce!" the driver barked over his shoulder, his eyes fixed stubbornly on the winding mountain road ahead, refusing to meet Leo’s gaze in the large rearview mirror.

Leo hoisted his heavy canvas backpack, his muscles screaming in protest. He had been sitting on the cracked vinyl seat for eleven hours, his knees pressed uncomfortably against the rusted metal back of the seat in front of him. The air inside the cabin was a thick, suffocating soup of diesel fumes, stale sweat, and the pungent aroma of overripe plantains packed into crates in the aisle. He squeezed past a sleeping woman cradling a chicken, muttered a hoarse "Gracias," and half-stepped, half-tumbled out of the moving vehicle.

His heavy boots hit the pulverized dust of the roadside, kicking up a cloud of ochre dirt that immediately coated his shins. Before he could even adjust the padded straps digging into his collarbones, the doors hissed shut. The bus roared back to life, belching a thick plume of black exhaust into his face as it ground its gears and vanished around the tight, treacherous bend of the Andean foothills.

Then, there was silence.

It was not the peaceful silence of a quiet countryside, but a sudden, absolute vacuum of sound that left a ringing in Leo’s ears. He stood alone at the crossroads. Above him, the sun beat down with the ruthless, unblinking intensity of high noon. The sky was a hard, flawless blue, entirely devoid of clouds. Heat shimmered off the cracked asphalt of the main highway, distorting the jagged peaks of the mountains that hemmed him in on all sides.

Leo took a deep breath, tasting grit and dry sage on his tongue. He pulled a crumpled, sweat-stained printout from the cargo pocket of his shorts. The paper was limp, the ink slightly bled from the humidity of the lowlands he had left behind two days ago, but the instructions remained legible.

San Tomás. Three kilometers down the dirt road from the western cross. You will not find it on digital maps. Trust the path.

"Trust the path," Leo muttered aloud, the sound of his own voice jarring in the profound quiet.

He was twenty-eight years old, and for the last four years, his life had been a blur of fluorescent-lit cubicles, endless spreadsheets, and the deafening, anxiety-inducing roar of London. He had sought out San Tomás precisely for its isolation. He didn't want a resort. He didn't want a hostel filled with other backpackers playing acoustic guitars and trading travel stories. He wanted to disappear. He had scoured the deepest corners of obscure travel forums until he found a single, glowing listing for a colonial house in a village time forgot. The pictures had shown a paradise of colorful adobe, lush gardens, and historic tranquility.

Adjusting his grip on his walking stick, Leo turned his back on the paved highway and began the descent down the dirt road.

The hike was grueling. The road was little more than a goat path carved into the side of a massive, sloping gorge. With every step, loose stones skittered over the edge, tumbling down into the unseen depths below. The heat was a physical weight, pressing down on his shoulders, baking the moisture right out of his skin. Sweat stung his eyes and carved tracks through the dust on his face. His water bottle, hanging from a carabiner on his chest strap, grew light far too quickly.

Yet, as he walked, he tried to focus on the beauty of the isolation. The landscape was harsh but majestic. Towering cacti stood like silent sentinels along the ridge, their thick green arms reaching toward the sun. Giant agave plants, with leaves as sharp as spearheads, dotted the rocky incline. But the deeper he descended into the valley, the more the atmosphere began to shift.

The air grew stagnant. The light breeze that had offered slight relief on the highway died completely. Even the insects seemed to have abandoned this place; there was no hum of cicadas, no erratic flight of flies, no scuttling of beetles in the brush. Just the rhythmic, solitary crunch of his own boots on the gravel.

It took him an hour and a half to reach the valley floor. As the path leveled out, the dense thicket of scrub brush parted, and the village of San Tomás finally revealed itself.

From a distance, it looked exactly like the pictures. It was a beautiful, chaotic mosaic of colonial architecture nestled into the basin of the mountains. The houses were tightly packed, constructed of thick adobe and painted in vibrant, sun-baked hues: deep terracotta, faded cobalt blue, mustard yellow, and a striking, chalky white. Heavy wooden doors with wrought-iron studs lined the narrow, cobblestone streets. Terracotta tiles, baked perfectly red by a century of sun, formed a sea of overlapping roofs.

Leo felt a surge of triumph break through his exhaustion. He had made it. He had found his hidden sanctuary.

He crossed a small, dried-up riverbed via an ancient stone bridge, the arches crumbling slightly at the edges, and stepped onto the first paved street of the village.

Immediately, the initial charm was tempered by an unsettling realization. The village was completely, utterly still.

At this hour, a rural village should have been alive, even if sleepily so. There should have been the smell of roasting corn or woodsmoke. There should have been the sound of a radio playing crackling folk music from an open window. There should have been stray dogs trotting down the alleys, or the clatter of pots from a kitchen.

There was nothing. The colorful facades, so vibrant from afar, suddenly felt less like homes and more like a painted theatrical backdrop, waiting for actors that had long since departed.

Leo walked slowly down the center of the narrow street, his boots making loud, hollow echoes against the adobe walls. The windows of the houses were small, covered by heavy wooden shutters that were tightly closed. He felt a prickle of unease at the base of his neck, a primal instinct whispering that he was trespassing.

As he rounded a corner into a slightly wider thoroughfare, he saw his first sign of life.

An old woman sat on a low wooden stool beneath the meager shade of a canvas awning. Before her was a small wooden table displaying a meager offering of shriveled, dried chilies and a few bruised root vegetables. She was hunched over, her hands resting idly in her lap, draped in a heavy, dark woven shawl that seemed wildly inappropriate for the blistering heat.

Relieved to see another human being, Leo adjusted his pack and approached, forcing a warm, polite smile onto his face. He had practiced his Spanish diligently for this trip.

"Hola, buenas tardes," Leo said, stopping a few feet from her stall. "Qué calor, eh?"

The woman did not flinch at the sound of his voice. She slowly lifted her head.

Her face was a landscape of deep, sun-carved ravines, the skin like cured leather. But it was her eyes that made Leo’s breath catch in his throat. They were dark, milky at the edges, but possessed a startling, piercing clarity in the center. She didn't look at him with the mild curiosity usually reserved for foreign travelers. She didn't offer a welcoming smile, nor did she show any annoyance at being disturbed.

Her gaze was entirely flat. It was an assessing, microscopic scrutiny. She looked at him the way a butcher might look at a side of beef hanging on a hook—calculating weight, measuring worth, entirely devoid of empathy or human connection.

Leo’s smile faltered. The silence stretched between them, thick and heavy. He pointed awkwardly toward the center of town.

"El centro? La plaza?" he asked, his voice losing its confident timbre.

The woman did not speak. She did not nod. She simply continued to stare at him, her unblinking eyes tracking the subtle movements of his breathing, the sweat dripping from his chin, the pulse beating in his neck.

A cold shudder rippled down Leo’s spine, completely at odds with the sweltering heat. He took a step back, murmuring a quiet, "Gracias," though nothing had been given. He turned and walked away at a much brisker pace, forcing himself not to look back, though he could feel the weight of her gaze burning into his shoulder blades until he rounded the next corner.

"Just culture shock," Leo muttered to himself, gripping the straps of his pack so tightly his knuckles turned white. "She’s just old. Isolated. They don't get tourists here."

He tried to rationalize the encounter, burying the deep, instinctual alarm ringing in his brain. He was tired, dehydrated, and overreacting. He just needed to find his rental, drop his heavy bag, take a shower, and sleep. Everything would look better after a nap.

He continued navigating the labyrinthine streets, following the subtle incline that usually indicated the center of a colonial town. The architecture grew slightly grander—the walls thicker, the wooden balconies more ornately carved.

Up ahead, sitting in the dust of the street beside a wooden door, was a child.

It was a young boy, perhaps six or seven years old, wearing faded linen shorts and a loose white shirt. He was playing with a collection of smooth, dark river stones, stacking them meticulously into a small pyramid.

Leo slowed his pace, not wanting to startle the boy. He felt a tentative relief. Children were a universal constant; their curiosity and playfulness transcended language barriers. He expected the boy to look up, perhaps wave, or run inside to tell his parents about the tall stranger with the massive backpack.

As Leo’s boots crunched on the stones, the boy stopped. His small, dirt-smudged hand hovered over the pyramid.

Slowly, the boy turned his head.

Leo stopped dead in his tracks. The child’s face was perfectly blank. There was no innocence, no childish wonder, no fear. The boy’s eyes were exactly like the old woman’s in the market—flat, dark, ancient, and calculating. It was an expression completely incongruous with his young face. It was the gaze of a predator evaluating prey.

The boy did not blink. He did not move. He just stared.

Leo felt a wave of profound nausea wash over him. His mouth went completely dry. The silence of the village pressed in on him from all sides, no longer feeling peaceful, but rather like a heavy blanket suffocating him. He realized, with a rising sense of panic, that the village wasn't asleep. It was holding its breath. It was watching him.

Without saying a word, Leo lowered his head, increased his pace to a near-jog, and hurried past the child. He could feel the boy’s eyes tracking him, turning in unison with his footsteps.

He burst out of the narrow alleyway and finally entered the village plaza.

The square was vast and paved with uneven, sun-bleached flagstones. In the center stood a dry, ornate stone fountain, its basin filled with cracked earth and dead leaves. On the far side loomed the village church, a massive, imposing structure of weathered gray stone, its wooden doors chained shut, its bell tower completely devoid of a bell.

Leo stumbled into the meager shade of a dying acacia tree at the edge of the plaza, dropping his backpack to the ground with a heavy thud. He leaned against the rough bark of the tree, panting, wiping his face with the hem of his shirt.

He pulled out his phone. No signal. He hadn't expected one, but the confirmation of his total isolation made his chest tighten. He pulled out the printed papers again, his hands shaking slightly.

The house sits exactly opposite the church doors, just beyond the village square. Look for the high white wall and the wrought-iron gate. You cannot miss it.

Leo looked up, scanning the perimeter of the plaza.

And there it was.

Directly across from the grim, chained church, stood a property that seemed to belong to an entirely different world. While the rest of San Tomás looked baked, exhausted, and covered in a layer of permanent dust, this property was a vision of immaculate perfection.

A high, blindingly white stucco wall enclosed the estate, glowing in the afternoon sun. The wall was pristine, without a single crack or chip of paint. At the center of the wall was a magnificent, heavy wrought-iron gate, forged into intricate, curling patterns of vines and leaves. Above the wall, spilling over the top in a vibrant, impossible cascade of color, were lush, blooming bougainvillea vines—deep magenta, brilliant crimson, and vivid purple. Through the gaps in the iron gate, Leo could see glimpses of a meticulously maintained garden: emerald green grass, manicured hedges, and the elegant, arched colonnades of a beautiful colonial house set back from the street.

It looked exactly like the photos. It looked like a miracle.

The knot of anxiety in Leo’s chest loosened slightly, replaced by a flood of profound relief. He let out a long, shaky breath, laughing out loud at his own paranoia. He had let the heat, the exhaustion, and a couple of strange locals get into his head. Here was his sanctuary. Here was the peace he had paid for.

He hoisted his backpack onto his shoulders one last time, the weight suddenly feeling manageable. He stepped out of the shade of the acacia tree and walked purposefully across the hot flagstones of the plaza, heading straight for the high white wall.

As he approached the property, the contrast between the house and the village became even more pronounced. The air around the white wall actually felt cooler, fragrant with the smell of damp earth, blooming jasmine, and sweet citrus. It was intoxicating.

Leo stood before the heavy iron gate. Up close, the metalwork was astonishingly detailed, the iron vines almost looking as though they were organically growing around the thick vertical bars. He reached out and grasped the large, heavy iron latch. It was cool to the touch, defying the blistering heat of the sun above.

He pressed the latch down. It gave way with a deep, resonant, well-oiled click.

Leo pushed the heavy gate inward. It swung open silently, smoothly, inviting him in.

He stepped over the threshold, his boots leaving the dusty flagstones of the plaza and touching down on the smooth, polished river-cobblestones of the garden path.

The moment his foot made contact with the path, the atmosphere shifted with the violence of a physical blow.

The temperature plummeted instantly. The sweltering, dry heat of the plaza vanished, replaced by an unnatural, clammy cold that seeped immediately through Leo’s clothes and settled deep into his bones. The fragrant smell of jasmine and citrus turned rancid in an instant, souring into the cloying, dusty stench of dried lavender, rotting wood, and the metallic tang of old copper.

But it was the silence that changed most drastically. The heavy, watchful quiet of the village was abruptly cut off, replaced by a thick, pressurized stillness that made Leo’s eardrums ache. It was as if he had stepped into a vacuum chamber.

Leo froze, his hand still resting on the iron gate behind him. His heart hammered wildly against his ribs. He blinked, trying to clear his vision, trying to process the sudden, violent assault on his senses.

He looked ahead.

From the street, the distance between the iron gate and the beautiful, arched front doors of the house had appeared to be no more than fifty meters—a short, pleasant stroll through a manicured garden.

But as Leo stared down the cobbled path, the geometry of the space began to warp.

The path stretched. It elongated before his eyes, the smooth river stones multiplying, stretching outward like a taut rubber band. The house, which had been so close, seemed to retreat, sliding backward into a sudden, deepening gloom that had nothing to do with the sun shining brightly overhead.

Leo let go of the gate. He took a hesitant step forward.

His foot felt incredibly heavy, as though he were wearing boots made of lead. The air itself had thickened, taking on the viscosity of water. Pushing through it required immense physical effort. He took another step, his thighs burning, his lungs straining to pull in the cold, stagnant air.

He looked back over his shoulder. The iron gate was still there, but the village plaza beyond it looked distorted, blurry, as if viewed through an old, warped pane of glass. The light outside the gate was bright; the light inside the garden had taken on a sickly, bruised twilight hue, casting long, unnatural shadows.

"What the hell..." Leo breathed, his voice sounding muffled, as if he were speaking underwater.

He turned back to the house and forced himself to keep walking. Fifty meters, he told himself. It’s an optical illusion. You’re dehydrated. You’re having a panic attack.

He put his head down and marched, counting his steps. One, two, three, four...

The effort was agonizing. His backpack felt as though it were filled with wet sand. Sweat, icy cold now, poured down his face. Twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two...

He stopped and looked up, expecting to be halfway to the porch.

The house was further away than when he had started.

Panic, pure and unadulterated, spiked in his blood. This was impossible. This was a nightmare. The space was stretching faster than he could walk it.

And as he stared at the house, desperately trying to anchor his mind to reality, the distortion escalated from the spatial to the physical.

The pristine, colonial facade of the house began to change. It did not happen slowly. It happened with the terrifying speed of a time-lapse film.

Right before his eyes, the immaculate white stucco began to yellow, then gray. Large, blistered bubbles formed under the paint, swelling and bursting, raining flakes of dead white paint onto the porch. The exposed plaster beneath was diseased and crumbling.

The elegant, polished wood of the arched doors and window shutters instantly lost its luster, warping, splintering, and graying as if battered by decades of harsh storms in a matter of seconds.

The manicured garden around him died. The vibrant green grass turned brown and turned to ash beneath his boots. The lush, blooming bougainvillea vines that had looked so welcoming shriveled, the brilliant flowers rotting into black sludge, the vines themselves twisting and hardening into vicious, thorny husks that scraped against the high walls.

The windows of the house, which had reflected the blue sky, grew opaque, frosting over with a thick layer of grime and dust, looking like the dead, milky eyes of the old woman in the market.

Leo stood paralyzed on the endlessly stretching path, his mind fracturing as it tried to process the impossible decay occurring around him. The house was not a sanctuary. It was a corpse.

A sharp, brittle sound broke the pressurized silence. It sounded like the snapping of dry twigs.

Leo’s head snapped to the right.

In the deepest, darkest corner of the dying garden, partially obscured by the rotting, skeletal remains of a weeping willow tree, stood a figure.

It was a woman. Or, at least, it had once been.

She was ancient. Her posture was rigidly straight, her thin frame draped in a tattered, heavy black dress that swept the dead grass. Her skin was the color of parchment, stretched so tightly over her skull that every bone, every hollow, was starkly visible. Her face was a macroscopic map of impossibly deep wrinkles, her lips thin and drawn back, revealing yellowish gums.

But it was her eyes that paralyzed him. They were sunken deep into their sockets, yet they gleamed with a terrifying, wet luminosity. They were fixed directly on him.

The gaze was identical to the vendor's. Identical to the child's. But here, magnified by the supernatural horror of the dying garden, it was amplified a thousandfold. It was a look of absolute, ancient starvation. It was a cold, calculating hunger that did not just want his flesh, but wanted the very life force beating in his chest.

She did not move a single muscle, but the sheer force of her malice hit Leo like a physical wall.

Run.

The single, primal command erupted in his brain, shattering his paralysis. He didn't care about the backpack. He didn't care about his reservation. He had to get out.

Leo spun around on his heels, a scream building in his throat, desperate to reach the iron gate he had left open just moments ago. He threw himself forward, expecting to see the sunlit plaza, expecting to burst through the opening and run until his lungs gave out.

He stopped so violently he nearly tripped over his own boots.

The heavy iron gate was closed.

And standing directly in front of it, blocking the only exit, was a man.

Leo had not heard the gate close. He had not heard footsteps. But the man was there, standing with his feet planted firmly apart.

He was as ancient as the woman in the garden, dressed in a faded, perfectly tailored three-piece suit that looked a century out of date. He leaned heavily on a polished wooden cane topped with a tarnished silver wolf’s head. His face was a stern, unyielding mask of leather and bone.

Like the others, his eyes were flat, dark, and utterly devoid of humanity.

"Hey!" Leo shouted, his voice cracking, the sound instantly swallowed by the oppressive, heavy air of the courtyard. "Open the gate! Let me out!"

The old man did not flinch. He did not blink. He simply stared at Leo, his grip on the silver cane tightening slightly, the knuckles of his skeletal hand turning white.

Leo took a step toward him, raising his fists, pure adrenaline flooding his system. "I said, open the damn gate! I'm leaving!"

He took another step, but the air around the old man seemed to solidify. A wave of profound, debilitating weakness washed over Leo. His vision swam. His knees buckled, and he was forced to stagger backward to keep from collapsing. The physical space around the gate felt impenetrable, guarded by a force entirely beyond the frail, ancient body of the man standing there.

Leo was trapped.

He looked frantically back and forth. The high white wall, which had looked so beautiful from the outside, now revealed itself for what it truly was: a cage. It was impossibly high, topped with the razor-sharp, petrified thorns of the dead vines. To his right, the ancient woman still stood in the shadows of the willow tree, completely motionless, her glowing, hungry eyes locked onto him. Behind him, the stern old man guarded the exit, an immovable sentinel.

There was only one way left to go.

Forward. Toward the house.

A terrible, cold inevitability settled over Leo. The panic was still there, thrashing wildly in his chest, but it was suffocated by the heavy, crushing weight of the courtyard’s atmosphere. The distortion of the path seemed to cease now that his retreat was cut off. The distance to the house stabilized, locking into its true, terrifying perspective.

His breath came in ragged, shallow gasps. His clothes clung to his freezing skin. Every instinct screamed at him to drop to the ground, to fight, to scream until someone in the village heard him. But he knew, with chilling certainty, that the village had sent him here. The village was complicit.

With jerky, mechanical movements, Leo turned away from the gate and the old man. He faced the decaying, gray facade of the house.

He forced his right foot forward. Then his left.

The journey up the rest of the path was agonizing. Every step felt like a surrender. The dead garden watched him in silence. The dusty windows of the house seemed to loom larger, leaning down over him like dark, empty eyes.

He reached the base of the wooden porch stairs. The wood was gray, splintered, and rotting. He put his boot on the first step. It groaned—a deep, agonizing sound that sounded almost human.

He climbed the three steps, his legs shaking violently. He stood on the porch, enveloped in the deep, suffocating shadow of the overhanging roof.

Directly in front of him was the heavy wooden front door. It was scarred, the paint entirely gone, the wood deeply lined like the faces of the ancients outside. A heavy, tarnished brass doorknob sat in the center.

Leo raised his trembling hand. He didn't want to touch it. He wanted to wake up. He wanted to be back on the suffocating bus, back in his noisy cubicle in London. He extended his fingers, his hand shaking so badly he could barely aim for the brass.

His fingertips were an inch away from the cold metal.

Before he could make contact, a deep, heavy click echoed from within the locking mechanism.

Leo snatched his hand back as if he had been burned.

Slowly, agonizingly, with the long, drawn-out screech of rusted hinges that had not been oiled in decades, the heavy wooden door began to swing inward.

It opened completely, revealing the pitch-black, yawning maw of the house’s interior. From within the darkness, a wave of air washed over him. It was cold, stale, and smelled overwhelmingly of old paper, dried flowers, and copper.

It smelled like a tomb.

Leo stood on the threshold, the darkness bleeding out to swallow him. Behind him, the dead garden waited. In the shadows, the ancient woman watched. At the gate, the old man stood guard.

There was nowhere left to go.

With a numb, defeated terror, Leo tightened the straps of his backpack, stepped over the threshold, and allowed the darkness to consume him.

The door slammed shut behind him with the finality of a coffin lid falling into place.
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Chapter 2: The Shrine
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The echo of the heavy wooden door slamming shut was a physical force, a concussive wave that rattled the dust in the foyer and vibrated deep within the marrow of Leo’s bones. It sounded like the firing of a cannon in a sealed vault. And then, there was nothing. A silence so profound and absolute it had a weight of its own, pressing against his eardrums until they whined with a high-pitched, desperate ringing.

Leo stood frozen on the threshold, plunged into an abrupt and suffocating darkness. He did not turn around immediately. He could not. His hands, trembling violently, remained hovering in the empty air where the heavy brass doorknob had been seconds before. The air inside the house was freezing, stagnant, and tasted of copper, dried lavender, and the undeniable, powdery essence of undisturbed decay. 

Open the door, his mind screamed. Turn around, grab the handle, and run.

But he knew it wouldn't open. He had felt the massive iron tumblers of the locking mechanism slide into place with a terrifying finality. He was sealed inside. 

He forced himself to turn. He reached blindly for the door behind him, his palms slapping against the rough, cold wood. He found the brass knob. It was locked tight, unyielding, fused in place as if it were part of the solid oak itself. He pulled. He twisted. He threw his shoulder against the heavy timber, a feral grunt tearing from his throat. The door did not so much as rattle. It was like pushing against the face of a mountain. 

"Help!" Leo shouted, the word tearing from him before he could stop it. "Let me out! Is anyone there?"

His voice was instantly swallowed by the cavernous dark, muffled by unseen velvet and heavy architecture. It did not echo. The house simply absorbed the sound, drinking his panic. 

Panting, his chest heaving against the straps of his backpack, Leo slumped back against the door, sliding down until his knees hit the warped wooden floorboards. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to regulate his breathing. Panic will kill you, he told himself, remembering a survival course he’d taken years ago. Assess. Adapt. Survive. 

He opened his eyes. Slowly, agonizingly, his pupils dilated, adjusting to the gloom. The house was not entirely pitch black. High above, through a narrow, grimy transom window set into the ceiling of the foyer, a faint, bruised shaft of dying sunlight angled down, illuminating a thick soup of swirling dust motes. 

Leo reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. The battery read forty-two percent. No signal. He tapped the flashlight icon. The stark, blue-white LED beam cut through the darkness like a physical blade, revealing the foyer. 

It was vast, circular, and adorned with peeling, faded wallpaper that featured a dizzying pattern of dying lilies. A grand, sweeping staircase of dark mahogany curled upward into the impenetrable shadows of the second floor. The carpet runner on the stairs, once a regal crimson, was threadbare and stained with dark, indistinct shapes. 

But it was the archway to his left that drew his attention. The beam of his phone swept across a set of heavy, sliding parlor doors, slightly parted, revealing the room beyond. 

Slowly, Leo pushed himself up from the floor. He unbuckled the heavy waist strap of his backpack, letting it slide from his shoulders. It hit the floor with a muffled thud. He felt lighter, but immensely more vulnerable. He gripped his phone tightly in his left hand, picked up his heavy wooden walking stick with his right, and moved toward the parlor. 

Every step he took drew a protesting shriek from the floorboards. The wood felt soft beneath his boots, spongy with age and rot. He reached the sliding doors and nudged one with the tip of his stick. It glided back on rusted tracks with a sound like a dying gasp. 

Leo stepped into the sitting room, sweeping the beam of light from corner to corner. 

At first glance, it looked like a high-end antique shop that had been abandoned for decades. Elegant, Victorian-era furniture was arranged in conversational circles: velvet armchairs, ornately carved settees, and dark wood side tables with brass claw feet. Everything was blanketed in an inch of pale, gray dust. 

But as the beam of light settled on the walls, the illusion of an abandoned parlor shattered, replaced by a macabre reality that made the blood freeze in Leo’s veins. 

The walls were not lined with wallpaper or bookshelves. They were lined with custom-built, floor-to-ceiling wooden cubbies. Thousands of them. 

Leo stepped closer to the nearest wall, his breath catching in his throat. He brought the phone’s light up to a shelf at eye level. 

It was a museum of stolen lives. 

Neatly arranged in the small wooden alcoves were personal belongings. In the one directly in front of him sat a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles, a tarnished silver pocket watch, and a British passport. The passport was the old style, a stiff, dark blue booklet. With a trembling hand, Leo reached out and picked it up. 

He flipped it open. The paper was dry and brittle. Thomas H. Sterling. Born 1952. Issued 1974. The photograph showed a smiling young man with shaggy hair and a thick mustache. A backpacker. 

Leo dropped the passport as if it were a live coal. He stepped back, swinging the light across the room. 

The sheer volume of the collection was incomprehensible. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands of passports. They spanned every nation, every design iteration of the past century. Faded burgundy from the European Union, bright green from Brazil, deep blue from the United States, stark black from New Zealand. They were stacked in neat, terrifyingly meticulous piles.

Interspersed among the passports were the personal artifacts of the dead. There were modern items: shattered iPhones with bloated batteries, waterproof digital cameras, carabiners, headlamps, and plastic Nalgene bottles. But as his light swept to the higher shelves, the items aged in reverse. He saw heavy leather canteens, compasses set in brass, canvas satchels, Kodak film canisters, and even a beautifully preserved, antique silver folding mirror. 

"Oh, my God," Leo whispered, his voice trembling. 

He moved to another wall. Here, the macabre display shifted from objects to memories. The entire surface of the wall was plastered with photographs, pinned to the peeling plaster with rusted thumbtacks. 

There were Polaroids from the seventies and eighties, their colors muted into sickly yellows and greens. There were glossy prints from the early two-thousands. There were even small, sepia-toned tintypes from a century prior. They all depicted the same thing: travelers. Smiling couples standing in front of mountain vistas. Solo backpackers giving thumbs-ups to the camera. Groups of laughing students with their arms slung around each other’s shoulders. 

The eyes of the dead stared out at him from the wall, a silent, agonizing chorus of the forgotten. None of these people had ever gone home. San Tomás was not a hidden gem. It was a terminal destination. A slaughterhouse decorated with the trophies of the prey.

Beneath the photographs, a long mahogany table was lined with journals. Leather-bound diaries, cheap spiral notebooks, moleskins with elastic bands, and crumbling ledgers. 

Drawn by a morbid, terrifying curiosity, Leo approached the table. He selected a modern-looking, black Moleskine notebook. He opened it near the end, shining his light onto the page. The handwriting was frantic, the ink heavily pressed into the paper. 

Day 6. I can't get out. The gate won't open. The walls are too high. I tried to scream to the village today, but the children just stood there and watched me. Why won't they help? The house is so cold. I hear them moving at night. Shuffling. Dragging something heavy. I haven't slept in three days. The old woman in the black dress... I saw her outside my window last night. She was smiling. She has too many teeth. If anyone finds this, tell my mother I love her. I shouldn't have come here. 

The entry ended there, trailing off in a jagged line of ink. 

Leo slammed the book shut, his stomach churning violently. He leaned over the table, fighting the sudden, overwhelming urge to vomit. The smell of the room—that cloying mixture of dust and decay—was suddenly unbearable. 

He staggered back, swinging the flashlight away from the table. The beam struck the far wall, illuminating something large and flat mounted between two heavily draped windows. 

It was a calendar. But it was not made of paper. 

It was an enormous, intricate mechanism crafted from dark wood and tarnished brass, measuring at least six feet across. It looked like the inner workings of a grandfather clock unspooled and laid flat against the wall. Great brass rings detailed the months, while smaller gears tracked the days and years. Below the massive dials, a long sheet of heavy parchment was pinned to a wooden board, acting as a ledger. 

Leo approached it, mesmerized by the sheer, horrific scale of the device. 

The brass gears were immaculately clean, gleaming softly in the light of his phone, a stark contrast to the dust covering everything else in the room. Someone maintained this. Someone polished it. 

He looked at the parchment ledger beneath the gears. It was covered in hundreds of tiny, meticulous tally marks, drawn in a dark, rusty-brown ink that Leo immediately knew was not ink at all. 

He looked at the dates carved into the brass rings. The year wheel went back an impossibly long time. The earliest visible engraving read 1882. 

He traced his light to the current alignment of the gears. It displayed today's exact date. And right beside the gear, on the parchment ledger, was a single, freshly drawn tally mark. The brown liquid making up the stroke was still glistening, slightly wet. 

It was a mark for him. They already considered him part of the collection. 

A sound broke the pressurized silence. 

It was faint. So incredibly faint that Leo thought he might have imagined it over the thunderous beating of his own heart. He froze, instantly killing the flashlight on his phone. 

Total darkness rushed back in, suffocating and complete. 

Leo stood rigid, straining his ears, not daring to take a breath. He gripped the heavy wooden walking stick in his right hand until his knuckles ached, ready to swing blindly into the dark. 

For ten agonizing seconds, there was nothing. 

Then, it came again. 

Scriiiitch. 

It was a dragging sound. A slow, deliberate scrape of something hard against the floorboards. It did not come from the ceiling above, where he imagined the elders slept. It came from deeper within the ground floor. 

Leo’s mind raced. Was it the old woman? Had she followed him inside before the door closed? Was it the man with the silver-tipped cane? 

Scriiiitch. 

It was coming from beyond the sitting room, through a set of open double doors that led deeper into the belly of the house. 

Leo knew he should hide. He could easily crouch behind one of the velvet sofas and pray whatever was out there passed him by. But the thought of being cornered in the dark, surrounded by the passports of dead men, was intolerable. He needed to know what was in the house with him. 

He wrapped his left hand around his phone, keeping his thumb hovering over the flashlight button. He moved forward, stepping in agonizing slow motion. He placed the heel of his boot down first, rolling his weight gently onto the ball of his foot to minimize the creaking of the floorboards. 

He passed through the double doors, leaving the museum of stolen lives behind. He entered a long, narrow hallway. The air here was even colder, smelling strongly of old grease, ash, and rotting vegetables. He was moving toward the rear of the house. Toward the kitchens. 
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