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Secrets After Midnight

The Watcher in the Glass

Elena Vance stood before the towering grandfather clock, her reflection distorted in the polished mahogany case. The silence of the house pressed against her ears, a heavy blanket that suffocated the daylight hours but felt comforting now. It was three in the morning, the witching hour for the restless, and sleep remained an elusive ghost she chased but could never quite catch. Her fingers traced the cold glass.

Mark lay asleep in the bedroom upstairs, his breathing a steady rhythm that usually anchored her anxious mind. Tonight, however, the house felt different, charged with a static energy that made the hairs on her arms stand up. Outside, the coastal fog of Oakhaven rolled through the streets like a living entity, swallowing streetlights and dimming the world to a dull, gray haze that concealed secrets.

She moved to the bay window in the living room, wrapping her silk robe tighter against the pervasive chill. The street below was empty, a theater stage waiting for actors who never arrived. Condensation blurred the pane, so she wiped a circle with her sleeve, peering into the gloom. The house across the street, owned by Judge Arthur Sterling, usually stood dark and imposing, a silent sentinel.

But tonight, a flicker of movement caught her eye near the side gate of the Sterling estate. A figure emerged from the shadows, clad in a dark raincoat that glistened under the weak yellow glow of a distant streetlamp. Elena squinted, her breath hitching in her throat as she recognized the stiff, formal posture of the Judge. He was dragging something heavy across the wet grass.

The object was wrapped in thick, black plastic, roughly the size of a large dog or perhaps a small child. Panic flared in Elena’s chest, a cold spike of adrenaline that made her hands tremble violently. She stepped back from the window, fearing he might glance up and see her silhouette against the glass. Why would a respected pillar of the community be laboring in darkness?

She forced herself to look again, driven by a morbid curiosity that outweighed her instinct for self-preservation. The Judge stopped near the old weeping willow at the edge of his property. He retrieved a shovel from the ground, the metal blade glinting briefly before striking the earth. The rhythmic sound of digging was lost to the wind, but the motion was unmistakable and deeply, disturbingly violent.

Elena backed away until her legs hit the sofa, and she sank down, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. This was impossible; Arthur Sterling was the man who presided over charity galas and Sunday services. Yet, the evidence of her own eyes could not be dismissed as a hallucination brought on by sleep deprivation. Something terrible was happening just yards from her front door.

She needed to wake Mark. He was logical, grounded, a man who dealt in facts rather than the shadowy paranoia that often plagued her. But as she turned toward the stairs, a sudden doubt rooted her to the spot. If she woke him, the spell of the night would break, and he might dismiss her fears as another episode of hysteria. She could not bear that.

Instead, she reached for her phone on the coffee table, her thumb hovering over the camera icon. She needed proof, something tangible to bridge the gap between nightmare and reality. Returning to the window, she raised the device, her hands shaking so badly she had to brace her elbows against the sill. The figure was still there, waist-deep in the growing hole, moving with frantic urgency.

The camera shutter clicked silently, capturing a series of grainy images that would change her life forever. In the frame, the Judge paused, wiping rain from his forehead, looking directly toward her house. Elena dropped to the floor instantly, gasping for air, certain he had seen the lens reflect the streetlight. The darkness of her living room felt less like a sanctuary and more like a trap.
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