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    To the brave readers who keep a flashlight beside their bed, glance twice at dark corners, and still find the courage to turn the next page.

To every curious dreamer who has ever wondered what might be hiding in the shadows after midnight.

This book is dedicated to those who understand that fear grows in darkness, but courage grows when we choose to face it.

May Lucas and Ava's journey remind you that friendship, compassion, and hope can shine brighter than even the darkest nightmare—and that no shadow lasts forever.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some shadows disappear when the lights come on.

Others wait patiently beside your bed, watching from the darkness.

And once a nightmare learns your name, it may follow you long after you wake."
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Chapter 1 — The Eyes in the Corner
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The rain started before they even reached the city.

Lucas Mercer sat in the passenger seat with his headphones around his neck, staring silently through the car window as gray clouds swallowed the skyline ahead. Water streaked across the glass while rows of buildings blurred together beneath the storm.

Everything looked cold.

Cold streets.

Cold windows.

Cold people hurrying through rain beneath umbrellas.

Lucas hated it already.

“You okay?”

His father glanced at him briefly while steering through traffic.

Lucas shrugged without looking away from the window.

“Fine.”

The answer came automatically.

It was the same answer he’d given for the last three weeks.

Ever since Mom left.

Ever since she hugged him tightly at the airport and promised the overseas research job would only last “a little while.”

Adults loved saying that.

A little while.

Like months apart suddenly became easier if they used smaller words.

His father cleared his throat awkwardly.

“She called earlier.”

Lucas didn’t answer.

“She said she’ll video chat tonight after we unpack.”

Still nothing.

Rain hammered harder against the windshield while headlights glowed blurry through the storm outside.

Finally Lucas muttered:

“She missed my birthday.”

His father’s grip tightened slightly on the steering wheel.

“I know.”

Another silence filled the car.

Lucas rested his forehead against the cool window glass.

The city stretched endlessly around them now, towering apartment buildings rising beneath dark skies while thunder rolled somewhere far away beyond the streets.

Then he saw it.

Blackridge Manor.

The apartment building stood at the end of a narrow road overlooking the river like something forgotten by time.

It looked enormous.

Tall black windows climbed eight stories into the storm clouds while cracked stone gargoyles crouched along the roofline staring down at the street below.

Half the windows were dark.

The others glowed weak yellow through the rain.

The building didn’t look abandoned.

It looked asleep.

Lucas immediately hated it.

“That’s where we’re living?”

His father tried sounding cheerful.

“Kind of impressive, right?”

“No.”

The car rolled slowly toward the curb while rain poured down the old stone walls of Blackridge Manor.

The place looked ancient compared to the modern buildings surrounding it.

Heavy iron gates guarded the entrance steps.

Dark ivy crawled across cracked bricks.

And above the front doors—

A rusted clock remained frozen at exactly 3:00.

Lucas frowned immediately.

“That’s creepy.”

His father looked upward.

“Huh.”

The clock hands hadn’t moved in years.

For some reason, that bothered Lucas instantly.

Thunder cracked overhead as they climbed out of the car.

Cold rain soaked Lucas within seconds while wind whipped through the narrow street carrying the smell of wet pavement and river water.

Blackridge Manor loomed above them silently.

Watching.

The lobby smelled like dust and old wood.

Dim yellow lights flickered overhead while ancient floor tiles stretched toward a creaking elevator cage near the back wall.

Everything looked worn.

Not dirty exactly.

Just tired.

A woman sat behind the front desk reading a thick book beneath a small lamp.

She looked up slowly when they entered.

“You must be the Mercers.”

Again—not a question.

Lucas noticed that adults in strange places always somehow knew who you were before meeting you.

His father smiled politely.

“That’s us.”

The woman stood carefully.

She appeared extremely old, with silver hair tied tightly behind her head and sharp gray eyes that studied Lucas a little too long.

“Welcome to Blackridge Manor.”

Lucas wasn’t sure why, but the way she said the building’s name made it sound important.

Or dangerous.

She slid a brass key across the desk.

“Apartment 5B.”

Her eyes drifted toward Lucas again.

“You’ll want to keep your windows locked after dark.”

Lucas blinked.

“What?”

His father laughed awkwardly.

“City safety, right?”

The old woman didn’t smile.

“Something like that.”

Thunder rolled softly outside.

Lucas suddenly noticed something strange about the lobby.

Nobody spoke.

Despite the size of the building, the halls remained unnaturally quiet.

No TVs.

No distant conversations.

No footsteps overhead.

Only the soft hum of flickering lights.

The old woman returned slowly to her book.

Then quietly added:

“The building gets noisy at night.”

Cold unease slid slowly through Lucas’s stomach.

“What kind of noisy?”

The woman stared at him for one strange second too long.

Then softly answered:

“Listening noises.”

The elevator groaned loudly before Lucas could ask what that meant.

The ride to the fifth floor felt like climbing inside a rusty coffin.

The cage elevator rattled violently while dim lights flickered overhead.

Lucas watched numbers crawl upward painfully slowly.

2.

3.

4.

Then—

The elevator jerked hard between floors.

The lights blinked out completely.

Lucas’s pulse jumped instantly.

“Dad?”

“It’s okay.”

But his father sounded nervous too.

For three long seconds, darkness swallowed the elevator cage while rain rattled somewhere outside the building.

Then the lights flickered back on.

And Lucas realized they weren’t alone.

Someone stood at the far end of the hallway outside the elevator gate.

Tall.

Motionless.

Just a dark shape barely visible beneath the weak hallway lights.

Lucas stopped breathing.

Then the elevator lurched upward again.

The hallway vanished from view instantly.

“What’s wrong?” his father asked.

Lucas swallowed hard.

“Nothing.”

But his heart hammered painfully inside his chest now.

Apartment 5B sat near the end of a long dim hallway lined with faded wallpaper and buzzing ceiling lights.

The carpet smelled old.

The pipes rattled constantly somewhere inside the walls.

And every apartment door looked exactly the same.

Lucas hated that too.

The apartment itself wasn’t terrible.

Small.

A little outdated.

But clean enough.

His bedroom overlooked the river behind Blackridge Manor, where rain hammered dark water beneath the stormy sky outside.

His father unpacked kitchen boxes while Lucas wandered silently through the apartment.

Something felt strange about the building.

Not dangerous exactly.

Just...

Wrong.

Like Blackridge Manor held its breath around him.

The walls creaked constantly.

Pipes groaned behind ceilings.

And every now and then—

He thought he heard footsteps in the hallway outside the apartment.

Slow footsteps pacing back and forth.

His father noticed him staring toward the door during dinner.

“Nervous about the move?”

Lucas poked at his food.

“A little.”

“That’s normal.”

Rain tapped softly against the apartment windows.

His father tried smiling.

“You’ll make friends fast.”

Lucas doubted that.

New schools always sucked.

New cities sucked.

And creepy apartment buildings with frozen clocks definitely sucked.

After dinner, his father set up a video call with Mom.

Lucas smiled for her because he knew she already felt guilty.

But the whole conversation felt weird and far away.

Like talking to somebody through glass.

“How’s the apartment?” Mom asked.

Lucas glanced toward the hallway outside his room.

“Old.”

His father laughed.

“Historic.”

“Haunted,” Lucas muttered.

Mom smiled faintly.

“You always imagine spooky things.”

If only she knew.

After the call ended, the storm worsened.

Wind rattled the apartment windows while thunder rolled continuously above the city.

Lucas changed into pajamas and climbed into bed around eleven.

The bedroom looked unfamiliar in darkness.

Shadowy.

Rainwater streaked down the glass while weak city lights flickered across the ceiling.

He missed home.

Not the old apartment itself.

Just...

Normal life.

Before airports.

Before goodbyes.

Before Blackridge Manor.

Somewhere down the hallway, pipes groaned loudly.

Then footsteps crossed the floor above him.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

Lucas frowned slightly.

People really did stay awake late here.

Eventually the storm sounds blurred together into sleepy background noise.

Rain.

Thunder.

Wind.

And slowly—

Lucas fell asleep.

Something woke him later.

At first he didn’t know what.

The room looked almost completely dark except for pale lightning flashes outside the windows.

Rain hammered the glass violently now.

Lucas blinked sleepily.

Then he realized why he woke up.

Someone stood in the corner of his room.

His heart nearly stopped.

The shape stood perfectly motionless near the closet.

Tall.

Too tall.

Just darkness shaped vaguely like a person.

Lucas froze beneath the blankets instantly.

For one horrible second, he couldn’t breathe.

The shadow figure didn’t move.

Didn’t speak.

It simply stood there watching him.

Lightning flashed outside.

The room exploded white for half a second.
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