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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The house on Amhurst Road had been empty for months, but it was never truly quiet. Neighbors whispered about the raids, the arrests, the people who came and went without a trace. ​ It was the kind of place everyone avoided, a place that carried the weight of things better left unsaid. ​ For Jeremy Sparks, though, it was something else entirely—a question waiting to be answered. ​
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He stood at the rusted gate, the padlock cold in his hand. Behind him, Evelyn and Daniel shifted uneasily, their flashlights off for now. Jeremy didn’t need to look back to know they were nervous. ​ He could feel it in the way they lingered, in the way their breaths came quick and shallow. ​ He didn’t blame them. This wasn’t the kind of place you entered lightly. ​
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But Jeremy wasn’t like them. He had spent weeks watching the house, piecing together its story from fragments—an unfamiliar man in a parka, footprints in the dust, a basement door that didn’t quite sit right. He didn’t care about the warnings or the risks. ​ He cared about what was inside, about the safe he knew was there, hidden behind layers of concrete and brick. ​ He cared about the answers. “Let’s go,” he said, his voice steady.
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Evelyn hesitated, then clicked on her penlight. ​ Daniel muttered something under his breath but followed. ​ Jeremy pushed the gate open, the hinges groaning in protest, and stepped onto the rotting porch. He didn’t know what he was walking into, but he knew one thing: he wouldn’t leave until he found out. ​
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THE STORY



[image: ]




They waited at the fence until the streetlight across from Amhurst Road flickered out. The timing was always off—a busted relay in the power box, or maybe it was haunted, depending on who you asked. Jeremy watched the bulb pulse orange, then die. Shadows crept across the lawn, swallowing the spiked grass and dandelion puffs like a tide. He motioned for Daniel and Evelyn to follow, then slipped the padlock off the gate.
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Evelyn’s pen light came on first. It was a slim beam, barely more than a ghostly finger, but it found every nail head and splintered post in their path. She swept it left to right, eyes already cataloging the scene as she fished her battered notebook from her hoodie pocket. Daniel ducked through next, boots silent on the wet leaves. He muttered a warning about the low-hanging branches, then took up the rear, his own flashlight cupped in a gloved palm.
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Jeremy went in the middle. He didn’t say much, but the way his eyes flicked from the porch to the upper windows, from the sagging roofline to the mailbox, said everything about how he operated: always checking for movement, for the trick of a reflection, for anyone watching. The house on 11 Amhurst didn’t look like much from the street. Peeling paint, blacked-out windows, two sagging garbage cans by the curb, one half full of rainwater and mosquito larvae. But everyone in the neighborhood knew it was the “dealer house,” the place the cops raided in the spring and then abandoned after the tape came down. For two months it sat empty. Last week, Jeremy saw a guy in a parka go in and not come out.
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He watched the street as Evelyn and Daniel hunched at the door, tools ready. “You wanna keep look out?” Evelyn whispered, already jamming a tension wrench into the lock.
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“I want to see what’s inside,” Jeremy said.
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She side-eyed him, not arguing. The lock gave with a muffled snap, hinges groaning as Daniel caught the handle and eased it open. They slipped inside, one by one, the rotten porch groaning beneath their weight.
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Inside, the air was damp and chemical, like old paint and piss. Jeremy’s flashlight raked over collapsed boxes, water-stained magazines, a broken microwave leaking insulation onto the linoleum. There were footprints in the dust—three different shoe treads, at least. He bent to look closer, careful not to kneel in the patch of black mold by the heater.
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“Not fresh,” he whispered.

––––––––

[image: ]


Daniel’s flashlight cut along the ceiling. “You sure?”
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“Trust him,” Evelyn said, scribbling a note. “He’s freaky about this stuff.”
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Jeremy flushed, but let it pass. He scanned the hallway ahead, noting the battered doorframes and the way the drywall bulged around the kitchen. Every room was a mouth waiting to swallow them. He wanted to check the windows first, see if anyone had jammed open a new escape route, but something about the smell drew him deeper into the house.
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Evelyn took the lead, reading from her notes. “Two bedrooms up, one down, stairs are at the rear, basement under the living room.”
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They moved in practiced silence, footsteps light as possible. Daniel lagged, checking each creaking floorboard before stepping, while Evelyn mapped their route in her notebook. Jeremy picked up stray details—loose insulation fluttering from the vent, a thumbprint on the kitchen door, the faintest smear of dried blood along the stair rail. He cataloged it all. When he got fixated, he didn’t stop.
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Upstairs, the bedrooms were hollowed out. One room still had a mattress on the floor, the springs jutting through the fabric like rib bones. In the closet, someone had tagged the drywall with a sharpie: “WHATEVER YOU DO, DON’T GO DOWN.” Jeremy stared at it a moment, then snapped a photo with his phone.
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