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To the lost souls out there. Vengeance will be mine. 
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The silence after the carnival’s collapse was worse than the screams.

Elena stood beneath the dying embers of the Blackwood sky, her breath ragged, lungs burning with the cold night air. The remnants of Carnival Nocturna had been swallowed by shadow, its haunting music silenced, its grotesque performers scattered like smoke in the wind. She should have felt relief– freedom– but instead, the silence pressed against her skull, thick and suffocating, as though the world itself was holding its breath.

Her trembling hands were still smeared with blood, not all of it hers. The copper tang clung to her skin, no matter how hard she’d tried to scrub it away in the stream earlier. It was as if the carnival had marked her, branding her as one of its own. She told herself she was free over and over until the words tasted hollow.

The wind stirred faintly, carrying with it a faint, sweet scent of burnt sugar and smoke. It lingered like a memory, curling under her senses, turning her stomach. Her pulse quickened. She glanced over her shoulder. The woods loomed around her, vast and endless, their shadows whispering secrets she didn’t want to hear.

“Elena...”

She froze.

The voice was soft, lilting, familiar, but wrong. It came from everywhere and nowhere, threading between the skeletal branches, slipping beneath her skin. 

Her chest tightened as she whispered, barely audible, “...No.”

Back at the motel, the dreams began almost immediately. Every night, she woke drenched in sweat, her sheets twisted around her like a noose, her throat raw from screams she couldn’t remember giving. Flickers of painted faces danced at the edges of her vision. When she opened her eyes, the grotesque grin of the ringmaster, the snapping whip of the lion tamer, the hollow gaze of a girl on stilts haunted her. And always, behind them, came the faint, distorted strains of a calliope, winding through her thoughts like smoke.

Weeks later, Elena discovered the truth. The ritual she’d disrupted had not ended the carnival. It  only unleashed something older, something buried deep beneath Blackwood, bound to her bloodline and her name. She wasn’t free. The carnival wasn’t gone. And now, the things tethered to her had begun to stir.

Elena woke one night to silence so deep it felt alive. The motel clock read 3:33 a.m. Its red numbers glowed faintly through the dark. Her chest rose and fell with uneven breaths, and she realized she’d been crying in her sleep– again.

Her fingertips brushed her forearm, searching absently for comfort... and froze. Something rough grazed her skin. Elena sat up quickly, fumbling for the lamp. The dull yellow light flickered on, spilling over her arm.

Three faint symbols etched into her flesh like burns.

Carnival sigils.

Her throat closed as she scrambled backward on the bed, staring at them, willing them to fade. But the longer she looked, the deeper they seemed to sink, pulsing faintly beneath the skin as though alive.

“No... no, I stopped it,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “I stopped it...”

Outside, something groaned in the night, a slow, wooden creak, like the sway of an old Ferris wheel. And for the first time since Blackwood, she knew she hadn’t escaped.

She never would.
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Rain chased Elena along the two-lane road like a pack of dogs, snapping at her rear bumper, worrying the tires, making the wipers groan. She kept both hands on the wheel and watched the world reduce to gray ribbons: old fields, bare trees that hooked the sky, and a smear of buildings ahead that passed for a town. Wrenfield. Twenty miles from Black Hollow. Far enough to breathe, she told herself. Close enough to run back... if she had to.

The sign for a closed mill slid by, the river beneath it moved like oil. When she rolled down her window at the next turn, cold air knifed in. The rain smelled of iron and damp wheat, and underneath that lay a sweetness that made her tongue hurt, as if she had licked something sugared and spoiled. She cranked the window up again and kept driving.

Her rented room waited above a shuttered bakery on Finch Street. The storefront windows were painted with sprigs of holly from a Christmas three years gone, flaking to show the ghosts of old frosting designs: stars, clowns, a bell with a broken throat. Elena parked, shut off the engine, and sat with her forehead pressed to the wheel until her breath stopped shaking. When she looked up, the reflection in the windshield was someone she almost recognized, thinner around the eyes, mouth set too hard.

“Temporary,” she told the glass. “One month. Two, at most.”

The key came from a woman who lived in the next building. Marta Kettering was small and brick-shouldered, hair pinned tight against the rain. She wore a wool coat the color of rust, and smelled faintly of mothballs and old soap.

“You’re the niece,” Marta said, as if it were a diagnosis. “The historian from Black Hollow sent a letter. Said you needed quiet. Can’t promise quiet in a place like this. Pipes talk. Roof leaks. But the rent’s fair.” Her eyes studied Elena’s face. “You look like you haven’t slept.”

“I will,” Elena said, though it sounded like a lie, even to her.

Marta led her up a narrow stairwell with a broom propped where a step was missing. The landing window rattled, letting in small breaths of rain. The apartment itself was one long room with a low ceiling and slanted walls, a bed tucked beneath the eaves, a kitchenette, and a table with a scar where something hot had cracked the varnish. The floorboards were bare and splintered. A single bulb hung from the ceiling, and it hummed as if thinking.

“You need anything,” Marta said, “I’m across the alley. Don’t use the back door after midnight. Kids dare each other to break in. Also, there’s a feral tom. Mean as an ash shovel.” She pointed at the sink. “Water runs brown at first. Let it go a while.”

“Thank you,” Elena said. The words felt tight in her chest.

Marta’s gaze softened for the first time. “Whatever sent you here, it won’t like how plain this town is. Bad things prefer a bit of spectacle. You’ll see.”

Elena tried to smile. It snagged. “I’ll keep plain hours.”

When the door closed, the apartment settled. The rain turned to a steady hiss against the roof. She unpacked with the small motion of someone dressing a wound. A suitcase of clothes. A tin of tea. A first-aid kit. A shoebox wrapped with string. She set the box on the table and did not open it. The locket inside had a weight that didn’t belong to metal.

She made tea with water that bled rust. The steam smelled like pennies. When she held the mug, her hands steadied and the tremor faded. She walked the length of the room and back, counting boards like a child learning a new house. Seven to the bed. Nine to the kitchenette. Five to the window, where the glass was thicker in the middle and warped the alley below into a funhouse corridor.

Someone had chalked a hopscotch grid on the wet bricks. It wavered and ran in the rain. A single jump stone, dark with water, sat on the seven. No children. No voices. Just the rain and the occasional cough of a truck on the far street.

The first noise in the apartment came from the sink. Not a drip, not the usual plumbing knock, but a burble that sounded like someone speaking underwater. Elena set her mug down and crossed to it. The drain spat a clot of black hair and a thread the color of old candy floss. She reached for a paper towel, then stopped. The hair coiled back on itself, slick and blind, and slid down again with a wet swallow.

“Pipe talk,” she said, managing a thin laugh that hurt her throat. “Marta warned me.”

She opened the window to air the place, then closed it when the sweetness in the rain returned, stronger now, like a carnival treat left in the sun until it soured. The word carnival landed in her head like a dropped coin. She flinched and reached for the shoebox without meaning to, as if something inside could steady her.

Her fingers brushed the string. She left it tied.

Night fell fast, as if the town had decided all at once that enough light had been spent. The bakery below exhaled a smell that wasn’t flour, but stale sugar and fat embedded in the walls. She found two plates in a cabinet, a single spoon, and a note taped to the shelf: PLEASE DO NOT FEED THE BIRDS. Under the note, a small feather lay caught in a spiderweb, white edged in gray, tipped with something brown that might have been old chocolate, might have been something else.

Her phone chimed and jumped in her pocket. Unknown number. She let it ring. When it stopped, she pulled out the device and wiped a bit of moisture from the screen with her thumb. A smudge remained, pale and sugary. She rubbed harder. The sweetness clung, faint as a memory.

There was a knock.

She started, sloshing tea over her hand. “One second,” she called, voice too loud in the small room.

It was Marta again, holding a paper sack that bled a tiny dark ring at the bottom. “From the butcher,” she said. “They sent pork shoulder over by mistake. It’s yours if you’ll take it. Otherwise, I’ll hand it back.”

“I can pay you,” Elena said.

“Don’t insult me,” Marta said in a way that wasn’t unkind. “Take the meat. Eat. You’ll need your strength.”

When the door was closed, Elena set the bag on the counter and untied the string. The butcher paper unfurled with a soft rip. The flesh inside was pink and marbled, ordinary at first glance. It smelled clean. When she turned the slab, a small thing clung to it, pressed flat where the meat had rested against something metal. A fragment of red paper, oval-shaped, glued by congealed fat. She plucked it free with the tip of a knife and held it up to the light. Not paper. A lacquered chip, the kind you’d trade for a prize.

Her stomach dropped as if the floor had tilted. She wrapped the meat again, re-tied the string, and shoved the parcel to the back of the fridge. The light inside the old appliance flickered once, then steadied. The hum rose and fell like a tune that didn’t know its notes.

“Tomorrow,” she said to the empty room. “I’ll cook it tomorrow.”

Sleep put off the inevitable only so long. She pulled the shade, turned off the bulb, and lay on the bed in her clothes. The mattress sagged, the springs whispering her weight to the floor beneath. The rain slowed. Somewhere in the alley, something metal clinked, then dragged. Her breath slowed despite herself. Her body, traitor that it was, reached for the soft place of oblivion.

She almost made it there.

A cry lifted her straight into sitting, heart like a thrown stone. Not a child and not a cat. A sound like a wire pulled through meat. Elena swung her legs over the side of the bed and listened. The noise came again, faint, from the far end of the room, near the crawlspace door cut low in the wall.

She had not seen the door. The wall slanted there, the plaster bubbled as if the building had once swallowed something too large and could not quite smooth it back. The door’s knob was a simple brass circle. Her hand found it without permission.

“No,” she told herself, aloud, to prove she could. “This is not your house. You do not open strange doors on the first night.”

The knob turned easily. The door sighed. Cold air spilled over her bare feet, damp and a little sweet. The crawlspace yawned only knee-high, crowded with laths and old insulation, newspaper wadded into the void to stop the wind. She lifted her phone and thumbed the flashlight on.

Light traced along a length of twine that disappeared deeper into the dark. The cry came again, small and tearing. Elena lay on her side, shoved an arm inside, and dragged the twine toward her. It burned her palm. When it came free of the newspaper, it brought something with it.

A trap.

Jaw rusted, spring stuttering, the teeth clogged with filthy wool. Inside, a smear of fresh blood gleamed where something small had lately been caught and taken. A tuft of fur clung to one tooth. Rat, maybe. The smell that rose from it was fresh copper and the same faint sweetness she had met in the rain.

She shut the crawlspace door and wiped her palm on her jeans until the twine’s grime came away. The blood left a thin, sticky arc on her skin. It did not want to wipe off. When she went to the sink to wash it, the tap spat brown water, then clear, then something that looked like thin syrup. She shut the water off and stood there, breathing through her mouth.

“No,” she said again, quieter now. “Coincidence.”

The floor groaned. The bulb in the ceiling flickered with a sound like a scratch of nails. She turned the light off and on. It steadied, but her hands shook. She was so tired she could drink the room and not taste it. She made herself a nest of a blanket and coat on top of the bed instead of under the comforter, as if she might need to run and didn’t want the weight.

This time, sleep came quickly and took her like a tide.

She woke with her heart in her throat and both hands clamped over her ears. Silence had fallen. It pressed so completely that she could hear the small sounds inside her body, the click of her tongue when she swallowed, the blood in her own head. Across the room, the crawlspace door had opened again. Only an inch. Enough for a current of air to snake along the floor and slide under the bed like a cold tongue.

She did not get up. Every instinct said stay still. Predators watch for motion. The quiet stretched until it had shape. A shape with weight. The weight moved.

What scraped out from the gap was not a rat. It was the trap, dragged by its own rusted chain. Something behind it pulled, just out of sight, bumping the metal over the boards. The teeth clicked together once as if in practice.

Elena sat up, breath sawed thin, hand groping for the lamp that did not exist. She found her phone instead. and blasted the flashlight against the floor. The beam struck the trap, the chain, the small slick trail of something that had bled and been smeared. It also struck– a hand.

Small. Gray with dust. Nails bitten ragged and packed with grit. The hand let go of the chain as if burned, and vanished backward into the hole.

“Who’s there?” Elena said, louder than she meant. Her voice sounded like someone else’s, sharpened to a point.

The hand did not return. The trap lay like a set of teeth waiting to learn a name.

She slept no more. Dawn came slow and dark, the rain spent, the sky a bruise of purple and yellow. The bakery’s ghost-smell soured with daylight. She rose when the light made her eyes sting, fetched the trap with a towel, and set it on the table. The towel left fibers on the metal. The teeth were old... the smear inside them was not.

Marta knocked at eight, two brisk raps. Elena opened the door with the towel still in her hand.

“You look peaked,” Marta said. “First night’s always the worst.”

“There’s a crawlspace,” Elena said. “Something lives in it.”

“More than something,” Marta said. “I’ve trapped rats up there. Possums, once. Kids, too, are hiding from the rain. I tell them it isn’t safe. But they like the stories.”

“What stories?” Elena asked, though the question felt foolish as it left her mouth.

“The ones they tell each other,” Marta said. “About how the bakery used to throw away the burnt sugar, and it drew a thing with a sweet tooth. About a man who collected tickets in a jar and choked on them in his sleep.” She saw the trap on the table and her mouth went thin. “I’ll take that off your hands.”

“No,” Elena said without thinking. “I’ll keep it... to remind me.” She did not say of what.

Marta’s gaze traveled the room, lingering on the shoebox, on the stain beneath the lightbulb shaped like a flower made of smoke. 

“Eat,” she said, nodding toward the kitchen. “Then get some air. Wrenfield’s plain in the daytime. Plain can be good.”

When the door closed, Elena made toast that tasted like dust and old sugar. She ate it all the same, because Marta was right. Strength mattered. After, she washed her hands again and again until the thin line of blood came off, leaving her skin reddened and pulsing.

Outside, the alley dried in patches. The hopscotch grid had almost washed away. Only the seven remained, a dark square holding the jump stone like an eye. Elena went down the stairs and stood in the doorway where the bakery’s bell once hung. The street smelled of wet earth and coffee from a café half a block away. People moved in ordinary ways, stepping around puddles, arguing into phones, hefting bags of feed. No music. No laughter that cut the skin. Just the small civic noises of a town arranging itself into another day.

She stepped into the light and let it warm her face. The relief was a physical ache. Her bones loosened. Her jaw unclenched. Plain, she thought. Perhaps Marta was right.

A truck rumbled past, puddles fanning out, spraying her shoes. The man in the passenger seat lifted two fingers in a greeting old as dirt. She raised her hand back. Normal. Possible.

When she turned to go back upstairs, the hopscotch stone had moved. It sat on the nine now, damp and shining. Small footprints, bare and narrow, tracked water across the bricks, beginning where the crawlspace would meet the alley wall, ending at nothing.

Elena stared until the water dried into nothing more than darker brick. She touched the shoebox when she went back in, not opening it, only pressing her palm to the lid until the skin cooled. The lightbulb hummed, softer now, like a breath held long.

She told herself the town would scrub the sweetness out of her mouth. She told herself that pipes talk, that children were mischief, that traps catch their own chains in the night. She told herself she had come far enough to be beyond reach.

By noon, she almost believed it. By dusk, the rain returned, smelling of iron and old sugar. And by the time she lay down again, she had learned what the apartment would teach her on the first night and day:

Distance is a kind of prayer. Sometimes prayers are heard—and sometimes something else answers.
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The Carved Symbols
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Elena did not remember falling asleep. One moment, she sat on the bed with her back against the cold wall, eyes fixed on the crawlspace door, and the next she was adrift in a dark place that smelled like spun sugar left to rot. The room around her had vanished. In its place rose a tent that swallowed the sky, stripes as tall as cathedrals, ropes singing in a wind that had teeth.

“Step closer,” a voice murmured, smooth as velvet soaked in wine.

Her feet moved without consent. Sawdust stuck to her soles. A path opened, lined with masks nailed to poles, their eyeholes cut too wide, their mouths curled into perpetual delight that read as pain. As she passed, the masks turned. Their lips parted. Threads drew tight across their cheeks and tightened further, tugging skin that was not skin, revealing something raw and red underneath.

“Not yours,” Elena whispered, trying to anchor herself to the sound of her own breath.

“Everything is yours,” the voice said, now behind her, now ahead. “You carry the ticket.”

She lifted her hands to push the air away and felt cord bite into her wrists. Not rope. Ribbons. Each is printed with letters worn nearly white. Her fingers fought the knots. They closed tighter, cinching until bone hummed.

“Stop,” she said. “Please.”

The tent replied with laughter that had no joy in it. The floor tilted. The sawdust turned wet, sucking at her heels. She looked down. The pale granules had darkened, soaked through by something that steamed in the cold. Across the muck lay a trail of small bare footprints leading away from her, toes pointed forward, heels sunk deep, the stride too long for a child.

“Elena,” the voice purred. “Look.”

She didn’t want to. She looked anyway. On the back of her own hand, a line of fresh red beaded up and ran, following a shape she knew too well. A curve. A hook. A star that was not a star. The mark glowed like coal. The flesh lifted under it as if the symbol were rising from beneath, not cut from above.

Her throat locked. Air narrowed to a seam. The tent’s lights flared, and for a moment the stripes turned into teeth, and her bones rang with the memory of music she hadn’t heard since the world ended once already.

The voice came close enough to fog the edge of her ear. “You belong to the show.”

She woke with a cry that broke off in her mouth.

The apartment waited, the low ceiling, the humming bulb, the damp smell of old sugar. Dawn trickled around the window shade. Her hands hurt. Not the dull ache of a clench but a bright sting. She lifted her left wrist into the light. The skin was carved. Not deep, not deadly, yet unmistakable. A loop crowned by three points. Tiny lines etched beneath like script written by a careful, cruel hand.

“No,” she said, voice thin. “No, no...”

She did not own a blade. She checked anyway, riffling drawers, moving the plates, opening the fridge, then the butcher paper as if a knife might be hiding there beside the cold meat. Her heart tripped and lurched. The bathroom mirror showed a face she knew and yet, did not, pale and filmed with sweat. She turned her arm under the light and found a second symbol on the inside of her elbow, smaller, fainter, as if a pen had sketched it and a blade had followed.

The sink ran rust, then cleared. She held her wrist beneath it and hissed as the water kissed the cuts. The pain sharpened the edges of the morning. She cleaned the lines with soap that smelled of lemon and something medicinal. Pink foam coiled and diluted and fled down the drain. When she lifted her arm, the symbol shone in the light like lacquer.

The door knocked once.

“Elena?” Marta’s voice, muffled by wood. “You up?”

She wanted to say no. She wanted to wait until the marks faded, until they were only a strange memory, a bad dream with fingernails. Her mouth chose honesty instead.

“I’m up.”

Marta stepped inside with the caution of someone entering a sickroom. Her hair was pinned again, neater than the morning deserved. She carried a thermos and a brown paper sack that smelled of cinnamon and fat. When her eyes found Elena’s arm, she stopped moving.

“You had a night,” she said very quietly.

“It wasn’t me,” Elena said. The words felt like an apology. “I didn’t—” She shut her mouth before the sentence turned to pleading.

Marta set the sack on the table and unscrewed the thermos. Coffee steamed, black and bitter. “Once, when this building was still loud, a boy cut a monster on his chest to scare his sister. He used a paperclip. He fainted after the first prick. You are no boy. And that is no paperclip’s work.”

Elena swallowed. “I dreamed. When I woke up, they were there.”

“Dreams are windows,” Marta said. “Sometimes what’s looking in sees you looking back and takes it for an invitation.” She poured coffee into the thermos cap and pushed it across. “Drink. There’s sugar if you want it.”

Elena wrapped her fingers around the warm tin. The heat steadied her grip. “Do you ever smell something sweet in the rain?”

Marta’s mouth tightened. “Not since the bakery stopped baking. If I do, I go inside and lock the door.”

They ate in silence, tearing pieces from a still-warm cruller and letting the grease spot the bag. The pastry looked harmless, a simple twist glazed to shine. On the second bite, Elena tasted a shadow under the sugar, a flavor like burnt rope. She set the rest down and wiped her fingers on a napkin.

“Will you see a doctor?” Marta asked.

“What would a doctor write?” Elena lifted her arm. “Diagnosis: nightmares. Treatment: stop sleeping.”

“An old woman would tell you to cover it with salt and say a Psalm,” Marta said. “A young woman would put a picture on the internet and count who believed her. I am neither. I can bring salve and gauze. And I can say your name like I mean it, until this house decides you belong here more than whatever else is knocking.”

Elena watched the crawlspace door. It had stayed closed through the night. The thin brass knob reflected the room in a small, warped circle. 

“Say my name,” she said, before she could feel foolish.

Marta said it, simple and steady, like a bell ringing to call a child home, “Elena.”

Something in the room relaxed. The bulb’s hum softened. The coffee tasted less bitter.

After Marta left, Elena bandaged her wrist and tucked her elbow inside the cuff of a long sleeve. Outside, daylight took hold. She needed an antiseptic. She needed groceries that were not meat with a chip stuck to it. She needed to pretend to be a person among people. Elena locked the apartment and descended the stairwell, counting to seven in case the steps decided to rearrange.

Wrenfield’s pharmacy sat on the corner where Finch met a street with no sign. Bells on the door announced her to a space that smelled of alcohol and starch. A radio murmured old songs. Shelves offered boxes with promises: sleep, clear skin, no pain. A girl with a high ponytail scanned a rack of greeting cards as if they were a secret language.

“Can I help you find something?” the pharmacist called from behind the counter. He was an older man with a nicotine voice, and a ring of hair like frost around a bald crown.

“Antiseptic,” Elena said. “Bandages. Something for sleep...” she paused. “Not heavy.”

“New in town?” he asked, pulling items from beneath the counter with surprising speed.

“For a while,” she said.

He bagged the supplies and slid them across. “If anyone offers you tickets in the square, say no. They’re not worth the paper.”

Elena kept her face still. “What square?”

“You’ll find it,” he said, as if that settled something she had not asked. “Tell Marta I said she still owes me for the coat I never took back.”

“Mr...?”

“Greeley. Everyone knows me. If they don’t, they will.” His smile was not unkind. It had too many years in it to be cruel.

Outside, the rain had stopped. Puddles mirrored a flat sky. Two boys chased each other between parked trucks, faces red with cold, laughter leaving white ghosts of breath. A woman swept a storefront, broom rasping against concrete. Elena walked back with her sack crinkling against her hip, the sound louder than the street deserved.

By the time she reached the alley, the hopscotch grid had dried into a salt map. The stone sat where she had last seen it, balanced on the nine, as if a small, patient hand had chosen it on purpose and left it there for her to notice. The prints had vanished. She told herself warm air and wind erased more than sorrow did.

In the apartment, she laid out the supplies like ritual objects. Gauze. Tape. Salve that smelled of pine tar. She cleaned the wounds again and rewrapped them, careful not to cross the lines too tightly. The bandage over the wrist bloomed slowly with a pink flower. She replaced it and tried again.

At noon, a fly woke from whatever winter coma sheltered it, and rattled against the windowpane. Its body shone with a metallic sheen like candy foil. When it landed on the glass, a film spread where its feet touched, a frost so fine it looked spun. Elena shooed it with a breath. It left a tiny pattern behind, a lattice that looked like a Ferris wheel drawn by an invisible hand.

She pressed her thumb to the print and lifted it away. The lattice clung, sugar-fine, dissolving into her skin. The taste hit the back of her throat. She gagged and ran for the sink.

Water cleared it. Mostly.

She left the faucet on longer than she needed and listened to the pipes speak. Somewhere deep in the wall, a tick answered a drip, too regular to be an accident. She shut the water, but the tick persisted four more times, then stopped like a song cut mid-verse.

Afternoon sank toward evening. The town’s ordinary sounds thinned. A hush crept in that had nothing to do with the weather. Elena made soup from a can and watched the surface tremble even when she held the bowl still. She did not open the shoebox. She set it on the floor by the bed, then moved it back to the table, then returned it to the floor as if location might change weight.

The phone buzzed. Unknown number again. She answered this time.

Static breathed. Under it, a low crowd-noise rose and fell, more tide than talk. A single voice emerged from far away, the way a singer might sound from outside a tent.

“Two... for the nine... last call.”

“Who is this?” Elena said. She hated the fear in her own mouth.

The line crackled. Something laughed very softly, close enough that she felt the breath of it in her good ear. “Elena Blackwood.” The name touched each tooth as if trying the fit. “Lovely to see you marking your place.”

The call died so cleanly it felt like a switch thrown. Elena stared at her phone until the screen went black. In the reflection, her face looked like someone had painted her quickly and forgotten to add color to the lips.

She locked the door without remembering to turn the bolt. Night lay across the roof. The bulb hummed. The crawlspace door kept its small counsel. She took the butcher’s meat from the fridge and carried it to the trash. Halfway there, she stopped. The chip she had pried from the fat was not on the counter where she had left it.

The trash lid stuck. When it gave, a smell rose that was not garbage, not rot, but caramel poured too long, sugar burned until it smoked. The slab of pork sat wrapped, tidy, unremarkable. Under it, something red gleamed. The chip. She lifted it with the tip of a spoon and turned it over in her palm. The surface bore a number in gold leaf. Nine.

Her hand shook. The spoon clanged against the counter. When the chip hit the table, it rang, not loud, but bright as glass struck by another piece of itself.

“Stop,” she said to the room. No one answered. The word landed and rolled back toward her like a marble in a tilted hall.

She carried the chip to the window and meant to throw it as far as the alley would allow. Her fingers opened. The chip did not fall. It stuck to her palm the way sugar sticks, then it softened and sank, as if her skin were warm wax. She scraped at it with the spoon. The metal clicked bone. The chip had gone.

Her stomach turned. She stumbled to the sink, grabbed the antiseptic, and scrubbed until her palm reddened, and the smell of sugar broke under a hard chemical bite. When she lifted her hand, a tiny circle of skin inside her lifeline shone slick as a new scar. It looked exactly like lacquer. It looked exactly like a ticket.

She bandaged the spot and sat very still, glowing under the bulb that hummed like a far calliope. In the alley, someone began to hop. One. Two. Three. The small thud of a stone landing between steps. No child laughed to match it. The play went on without joy.

“Elena,” a voice whispered from the crawlspace, as gentle as someone inviting a friend to come see a secret. “Your square.”

She did not move. Her eyes watered without tears falling. The pain in her wrist beat in time with the sound outside. She listened until the hops reached nine and stopped. When silence returned, it pressed heavier than before, like a coat thrown over a cage.

At last, she lay down. She slept only because a body must. The apartment held, the bulb burned,and somewhere in the wall, a little thing with bitten nails did not scratch.

She dreamed of a chalk grid drawn on black water and a hand, not hers, marking a circle around nine and writing her name inside it with a sugared fingertip.
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The Scholar of Shadows
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Elena sat in the corner booth of a narrow café tucked between two crumbling brick buildings. The windows were fogged from the steady drizzle outside, muting the pale morning light. Her untouched cup of coffee sat in front of her, its surface cooling as steam curled into the damp air.

She shouldn’t have come here. And yet, she couldn’t ignore the letter.

It had arrived without a return address, slipped under her motel door sometime in the night. Four words scrawled in an elegant, archaic hand:

I can help you.

Beneath it, a time. A place. Nothing else.

The door creaked open, and she looked up.

A tall, gaunt man stepped inside, rain dripping from the brim of his wide-brimmed hat. His coat was dark, worn at the edges, smelling faintly of damp parchment and candle smoke even from where she sat.

“Miss Blackwood,” he said smoothly, his voice low, deliberate, and unnervingly calm. “I wasn’t certain you’d come.”

Elena hesitated. “Who are you?”

He slid into the seat opposite her, removing his gloves with careful precision. His fingers were long, pale, stained faintly with ink.

“My name is Dr. Alaric Voss,” he said. “I... study phenomena like yours.”

Her stomach clenched. “Like mine?”

His eyes, sharp and unsettlingly clear, locked on hers. “Marked bloodlines. Cursed inheritances. Shadows that don’t obey the rules of time or death.”

Elena stiffened, leaning back against the booth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A faint, humorless smile tugged at his lips. “Then why did you come?”

The silence between them stretched, thick and taut. Rain whispered against the windowpane, a soft counterpoint to the tension.

Elena wrapped her hands around the cooling coffee cup just to keep them from trembling. 

“You said you could help me. How?”

Dr. Voss reached into his satchel and placed a worn, leather-bound journal on the table. Its edges were blackened as though scorched by fire, and a single wax seal—broken long ago—still clung stubbornly to the cover.

“This belonged to your great-grandfather,” he said. “He was there the night the pact was made.”

Elena froze, her breath catching painfully in her throat.

“I don’t—” she began, but he raised a hand.

“You’ve seen them, haven’t you?” His voice softened now, though it carried an unshakable certainty. “The marks. The symbols. The dreams that don’t fade when you wake.”

Her fingers clenched around the mug until the ceramic creaked. She didn’t answer, but the flicker of terror in her eyes told him enough.

Dr. Voss leaned in, lowering his voice until it was barely more than a whisper.

“They’re not finished with you, Elena. And they never will be—not until the debt is paid in full.”

Her throat worked as she swallowed hard. “You’re saying my family... did this?”

“I’m saying,” Voss replied, “that your bloodline opened a door centuries ago. And doors like that do not close just because you want them to.”

The words chilled her more than the rain ever could. Before she could respond, the lights above them flickered once, twice, before dying completely, plunging the café into a dim, muted gloom. A hush fell over the room, and somewhere behind the counter, a waitress muttered nervously under her breath.

Elena turned her head slowly toward the fogged window. For just a heartbeat, she swore she saw a reflection staring back from the other side of the glass—its face painted white, its hollow eyes fixed on her.

When she blinked, it was gone. Dr. Voss didn’t look surprised.

“You feel it, don’t you?” he murmured. “They’re closer than you think.”

Elena’s breath shuddered. “What are they?”

His gaze darkened, something like pity in his expression. “Not what,” he said softly. “Who.”

Dr. Voss’s fingers traced the scorched leather of the journal as though afraid to open it fully. The yellowed pages whispered when he finally turned them, releasing a faint scent of smoke and something sweeter—cloying, almost rotten.

Elena leaned forward despite herself. “What’s in there?”

He met her gaze steadily. “Answers. But not ones you’re going to like.”

Her stomach churned as he slid the journal toward her. On the open page, hand-drawn symbols spiraled across the parchment—intricate, jagged designs nearly identical to the marks carved into her skin.

Elena recoiled instinctively, pulling her sleeve down to hide the spirals on her forearm.

“You’ve seen these before,” Voss said softly. It wasn’t a question.

She hesitated, jaw tightening. “What do they mean?”

He sighed, steepling his fingers beneath his chin. “Binding sigils. Old ones. These aren’t symbols you find in books of parlor tricks and urban legends. They’re older than the archives I’ve studied. Older than the Blackwood Estate itself.”

Her voice was a whisper, raw around the edges, “Why are they on me?”

“Because,” Voss said, lowering his voice further, “someone in your family opened a door they were never meant to touch. And when they did, they made a bargain. One that doesn’t die with them.”

The words settled over her like a shroud. “You’re saying this is my fault?”

He shook his head. “Not your fault. Your inheritance.”

Elena looked down at the journal again, forcing herself to study the faded ink. Beside the spirals were sketches of human figures, drawn crudely, limbs contorted unnaturally, their faces stretched into silent screams.

“These...” She swallowed hard. “These look like people.”

“They were,” Voss said. “Those who carried the marks before you. The symbols are a tether, Elena. They bind the bloodline to something far beyond our understanding.”

Her voice cracked despite her effort to keep it steady. “Something... like what?”

Voss paused, glancing briefly toward the fogged window. His reflection stared back faintly, distorted by condensation. For a moment, his shoulders stiffened—as though he expected to see something else staring back.

Finally, he said, “There are names older than Blackwood, older than any record we have. Your ancestors invoked one of them. The pact promised power, protection, and wealth—but those promises always come due. And when they do...”

He stopped. His gaze shifted back to her, sharp and unblinking. “Something always comes to collect.”

Elena gripped the edge of the table so tightly her knuckles turned white. “I thought I stopped it,” she whispered, more to herself than to him. “I thought it was over.”

Voss studied her carefully. “Did you?”

Her throat went dry. She opened her mouth to respond, but a soft tap against the fogged café window cut through their conversation.

She turned slowly.

A single handprint smeared across the glass from the outside—pale, elongated fingers, too thin to be human. The mark lingered faintly in the condensation before fading away, dissolving like smoke.

When she looked back at Voss, his expression was unreadable, though his jaw was tight.

“They’ve found you,” he murmured.

Elena shook her head violently. “No. No, this—this isn’t real.”

He leaned closer, his voice low, urgent. “It’s very real. And you need to understand something, Elena—there’s no outrunning this. Not anymore.”

Dr. Voss exhaled slowly, his breath fogging faintly in the chilled air of the café. He glanced toward the darkened corners of the room, lowering his voice until it was barely above a whisper.

“There’s something you need to see,” he murmured. “But you have to promise me something first.”

Elena frowned, tension tightening in her chest. “What?”

“That you won’t run.”

Her breath caught. “Run from what?”

Voss didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled another item from his satchel—a bundle of brittle, yellowed papers tied with fraying twine. He set them gently on the table, as though afraid they might fall apart if handled too roughly.

“These,” he said softly, “are transcriptions from the original pact. I found them locked away in the restricted archives beneath the Holloway Library. It took months to get them.”

Elena hesitated before untying the knot, her fingers trembling slightly. The parchment was rough beneath her fingertips, brittle as ash.

The first page bore a single, elegant phrase written in faded black ink: The show does not end-only waits.

Her lips parted, but no sound came out. She turned to the next page, scanning the spidery script. There were names—Blackwood names. Her great-grandfather. Her grandmother.

Her stomach dropped.

“What does this mean?” she whispered.

Voss’s jaw tightened. “It means,” he said slowly, “that your family didn’t just stumble into this, Elena. They asked for it. They made the bargain willingly.”

Her hand went to her arm instinctively, brushing against the fresh sigils carved into her skin beneath her sleeve. “And now... it’s on me.”

“Yes,” Voss said. “You carry the inheritance. You’re the living key.”

Before she could respond, the lights in the café flickered violently again—this time dimming and staying low, bathing the room in an eerie amber gloom. The low hum of the refrigeration units behind the counter sputtered and died.

Somewhere behind them, glass shattered.

Elena jumped, twisting in her seat, but the other patrons remained eerily calm—heads lowered, unmoving, as though they hadn’t noticed.

“Dr. Voss...” Her voice cracked softly. “What’s happening?”

He didn’t answer. His hand moved instinctively toward the journal, sliding it closer to his chest as he turned his head slowly toward the fogged window.

“Elena,” he said softly, “listen to me very carefully. Do not look outside.”

But her gaze was already drifting toward the glass.

Then she saw them.

Shadows moving through the fog. Not walking—sliding. Their limbs are too long, too thin, bending in places they shouldn’t bend. For a heartbeat, one stopped directly in front of the window, pressing a pale, elongated hand against the glass. Its fingers splayed unnaturally wide, and beneath its skin, something shifted, crawling just beneath the surface.

Elena’s breath stilled.

When she blinked, the handprint was gone.

“Elena.”

She turned back to Voss. His expression was grim, his voice steady despite the tension bleeding into every word.

“You need to understand something,” he said. “Whatever your family awakened... it knows you’re here. It’s watching. Always.”

Her voice trembled. “Then tell me what to do.”

Voss hesitated, glancing briefly at the brittle parchments, his jaw tightening as if weighing something. 

Finally, he said, “First, you need to survive.”

Dr. Voss gathered the brittle parchments and slid them carefully back into his satchel, his movements measured, deliberate—as though afraid that any sudden motion might draw unwanted attention.

“Come with me,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “There are things I need to show you. Things I can’t explain here.”

Elena hesitated, her gaze darting toward the café window where the fog pressed thick and heavy, swallowing the streets beyond. “Where?”
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