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Prologue




Where I’m from, we bury things deep. Secrets, regrets, mistakes that never got made right. We stuff them down with old photos and bad dreams and act like they ain’t still twitching. But dirt don’t keep. Not really. Time remembers. And guilt? Guilt’s got claws.

This ain’t a book full of movie monsters or cheap tricks. The things in here don’t chase you through the woods or screech in the dark. They sit still. They wait. They smile when you look their way. These stories don’t want to scare you fast. They want to take their time. Get under your skin. Settle in quiet, like they belong there.

There’s a house that knows what you’ve done. A hospital that traps people in yesterday. Mirrors that lie like they’ve been waiting. Folks who vanish from their own lives without even noticing. Time slips. Memory folds. Reality cracks.

And then there’s Death.

He don’t wear a cloak or carry a scythe. Most folks wouldn’t even flinch if they passed him on the street. Tall, clean-cut, easy smile. Looks like someone you’d trust. Someone who holds doors, tips well, smells like cedar and old leather.

But don’t let the charm fool you.

He talks soft. Never in a hurry. Never raises his voice. He’ll sit beside you like a friend, ask how your mama’s doing, maybe even laugh a little. But if you owe him anything, time, blood, truth you better pay up.

Try to cheat him. Lie. Take what ain’t yours. He won’t shout. He won’t fight. He’ll just smile, tip his head like a gentleman, and take what’s his. Every time.


He’s fair.
He’s patient.
And he don’t miss.



Now sit back and enjoy yourself,
but you might wanna keep the lights on.


Book 1: The House on Ridgewood Lane

Prologue




Well now, fix yourself a tall glass of somethin' sweet and settle in real comfortable-like. What I'm about to tell you is the kind of story that'll make you check your door locks twice and sleep with the lights on for a week.

Trust me on that one.

Name's Mortimer, but most folks just call me Mort. You might know me by other titles, Death, the Grim Reaper, that fellow in the dark hood with the big scythe. Though honestly, that whole getup's a bit theatrical for my taste. I prefer a good suit and some Southern hospitality.

Now, in my considerable years of practice, been at this since before your great-great-grandparents were even a twinkle, I've seen all manner of human endings. Natural deaths, accidents, even the occasional fool who thinks they can negotiate with the inevitable.

But every now and then, I come across somethin' that gives even ol' Death pause.

This here tale's about a young couple named Tom and Emily Wilson. Sweet as peach pie, both of 'em, just starting their lives together in a little yellow house on Ridgewood Lane. Thought they'd found their slice of heaven, bless their hearts. Had no earthly idea they'd bought themselves a one-way ticket to a place much, much warmer.

You see, that house had quite the history, the kind that seeps into the walls like smoke and never quite airs out. Some places, well, they collect darkness the way a mason jar catches lightning bugs. And when somethin' truly ancient gets comfortable in a place like that?

Well, let's just say it don't take kindly to new tenants.

Now, I want you to understand somethin' important. This story ain't just about ghosts and goblins, though Lord knows there's plenty of both. It's about what happens when good people face evil so old and hungry that it makes my daily rounds look like a Sunday picnic. It's about love tested by forces that would make the Devil himself tip his hat in respect.

So pour yourself another drink if you need it, and don't you worry about that chill you're feeling. That's just the air conditioning, I'm sure.

After all, some stories carry their own weather with them, and this one's been brewing storm clouds since 1923.

Now then, let's talk about the house on Ridgewood Lane...


Chapter 1: New Beginnings




Man, I gotta tell you, buying your first house is scary as hell. Like, I'm talking about the kind of scared where your stomach feels like it's doing backflips and you can't figure out if you wanna puke or pass out. But Emily and I, we'd been busting our asses for this moment. Saving every damn penny for years.

Our new place wasn't gonna win any beauty contests, you know? Just this simple two-story house sitting at the end of Ridgewood Lane. Nothing fancy. But the neighborhood had this vibe to it that felt right. Kids actually played outside instead of being glued to screens all day. People waved when you walked by. Hell, some even said hello.


Standing there on the sidewalk, looking up at what was about to become our house, I felt this weird mix of pride and pure terror washing over me. The place was painted this soft yellow with white trim, and there was this massive oak tree in the front yard. Thing looked old as dirt, with branches that spread out like it was trying to give the whole world a hug.


Emily squeezed my hand so tight I thought she might break something. Her eyes were lit up like Christmas morning.

"Holy crap, Tom," she whispered, then caught herself and laughed. "Sorry. I mean... can you actually believe it? It's really ours."

I couldn't find the words, honestly. We'd been dreaming about this for so long that having it actually happen felt surreal. Like maybe I'd wake up any second and we'd still be stuck in that cramped apartment with the noisy neighbors and the leaky faucet.

Walking through the front door for the first time was something else. The house felt warm, welcoming even. Sure, the floors creaked like an old ship, and the wallpaper looked like it hadn't been changed since the seventies, but that just gave it character, you know?

Emily made a beeline for this big window in the living room. "I can already picture myself reading here when it rains," she said, running her fingers along the windowsill.

Me? I was drawn to the old brick fireplace. Already thinking about winter nights, hot chocolate, maybe one of those cheesy Christmas movies Emily's always trying to get me to watch.

Moving day was... well, moving day. If you've ever done it, you know what I'm talking about. Living out of boxes, can't find anything you need, wondering why the hell you own so much junk. But even with all that chaos, the house started feeling like home pretty quick.

Each room had its own personality, if that makes sense. The kitchen became Emily's domain right off the bat. These huge windows, vintage tiles that had probably been there since the house was built. She'd spend hours in there, experimenting with recipes, humming to herself. Made the whole place smell amazing.

I claimed this little study in the back where the afternoon sun hit just right. Perfect spot for reading, which is about the only hobby I got that doesn't involve beer or football.

Our neighbors turned out to be solid people too. Mrs. Thompson from next door was the first to introduce herself. Sweet old lady who'd probably been living there since the house was built. Day after we moved in, she shows up with a homemade apple pie. Still warm from the oven, can you believe that?

"Welcome to the neighborhood!" she said with this huge smile. "I'm Mrs. Thompson, but y'all can call me Clara. Been here going on thirty years now. If you need anything, just holler."

"That's incredibly kind," Emily said, taking the pie. "Thank you so much."

Clara leaned in closer, dropping her voice like she was about to share state secrets. "You're gonna love it here. Quiet as can be, and folks actually look out for each other. Your house has always been special though. Been here a long time."

"Oh yeah?" I asked. Something about the way she said it made me curious. "How long we talking?"

"Oh, it's one of the older homes on the street. Last owners took real good care of it, but it's been sitting empty for a while. Nice to see it being lived in again."

Emily and I exchanged glances. We thanked Clara and watched her head back to her place, both of us feeling even better about our decision.

Couple days later, we met the Millers from across the street. Ben and Sarah, with two kids who had enough energy to power half the neighborhood. They were the kind of people who made you feel like you'd known them forever, you know what I mean? Invited us over for a cookout that first weekend.

"We're so glad to have new neighbors!" Sarah said while flipping burgers. "This street's been way too quiet lately. Nice to see some fresh faces."

"Yeah, we've been here about five years," Ben added, handing me a cold beer. "Great place for kids. Safe, quiet, everyone looks out for each other."

We spent the whole afternoon getting to know them. Their kids, Jake and Lily, were like tiny tornadoes with unlimited batteries. Kept us entertained with their stories and games. As the sun started going down, painting everything this warm golden color, I caught Emily's eye. She was laughing at something Sarah had said, looking more relaxed than I'd seen her in months. Made my chest feel tight in a good way.

By the time we left, we both knew we'd made the right choice moving to Ridgewood Lane.

Next day, we met Mr. Henderson. Quiet guy who lived alone at the end of the street. Shy type, but he invited us over for tea. His living room was packed with more books than I'd ever seen in one place, and old photographs covered every surface. He told us stories about his years teaching and how much he loved working in his garden.

"This is a good neighborhood," he said softly, his eyes getting this distant look. "I've seen lots of families come and go, but this street's always been peaceful."

Walking back home, sunset painting the sky all pink and orange, Emily linked her arm through mine. "I feel like we've known these people for years," she said. "Everyone's so welcoming."

I felt exactly the same way. There was something about Ridgewood Lane that just felt right, even though we'd barely been there a week.

Life settled into this nice rhythm pretty quick. Emily got her herb garden going in the backyard, always swapping tips with Mr. Henderson. I found myself looking forward to weekend chats with Ben while we worked on our lawns, complaining about crabgrass and comparing mowers like we were discussing rocket science.

Few weeks after moving in, we decided to throw a housewarming party. Figured it was a good way to thank our new friends and show off what we'd done with the place. Emily went all out planning every detail, and honestly? Seeing her that excited made all the stress of moving worth it.

As the party got closer, I could feel this excitement building. Like we were finally starting the next chapter of our lives, you know? Had no idea that this house, with its creaky floors and old wallpaper, was about to become way more than just a home.

It was gonna be the setting for things we couldn't even imagine yet. Some good, some... well, let's just say some not so good.


Chapter 2: The Housewarming




The night of our housewarming party was like something straight out of a dream. Our little house was buzzing with life, laughter bouncing off the walls, and the smell of Emily's famous spinach dip filling the air. She'd put on some old jazz record, and everything just felt perfect.

Standing there, watching everyone enjoy themselves, I remember thinking, "This is it. This is what home feels like."

Clara was one of the first to show up, naturally. Sweet woman brought cookies that were still warm from the oven. I watched her work the room like she'd been hosting parties her whole life, chatting with everyone like they were old friends. She just belonged here, you know? Like she was as much a part of this neighborhood as the old trees lining the street.

The Millers rolled in not long after, their kids tearing through the place like tiny hurricanes. Made me smile watching them explore every corner with the same excitement Emily and I had felt when we first walked through. Sarah made a beeline for Emily the second she walked in. Those two clicked instantly, already deep in conversation about something that had them both cracking up.

Ben wandered over to me with a cold beer. "So," he said, giving me one of those friendly shoulder claps, "how's the new place treating you? Getting settled in okay?"

I took a long drink, feeling that satisfying chill. "Yeah, it's been great. Everyone's been so damn welcoming."

Ben grinned. "That's what I like to hear, man. You picked a good spot. This neighborhood's something special."

As the night went on, I found myself playing host, making sure everyone had drinks, chatting with folks I was just getting to know. The house felt alive in a way it never had before. But I was in the kitchen, messing around with some sandwiches Emily had made, when I overheard Clara talking to Mr. Henderson by the living room window.

"This house," Clara was saying, her voice dropped low, "it's always had a certain... something about it, hasn't it?"

Mr. Henderson nodded slowly. "It has. But it's seen its share of trouble too."

Now, I'm not usually one for eavesdropping, but something in their tone made me freeze. I pretended to be real interested in arranging those sandwiches while I listened in.

"You remember the Martins, don't you?" Clara asked. "The last family who lived here?"

Mr. Henderson's face went serious. "Yeah, I remember them. Such a shame, what happened. They were so hopeful when they moved in. Young couple, just like Tom and Emily."

Clara glanced around, then leaned in closer. "Their daughter... you know about her, right?"

"What about her?"

Clara let out a heavy sigh. "Well, she was such a sweet thing when they first came. Healthy as a horse, bright as could be. But after they moved in... she got sick. And it wasn't just regular sick, you understand. She started having these terrible nightmares that would wake up the whole house. Then she... changed. Became violent, especially towards her parents."

I felt my blood turn cold. The party around me seemed to fade away as I focused on every word.

"Good Lord," Mr. Henderson muttered. "I had no idea it was that bad. Did they ever figure out what was wrong with her?"

"They left," Clara said, her voice heavy. "Took the girl someplace where she could get help. But they never really talked about it after. Too painful, I think. They just packed up everything they could carry and left the rest behind. House sat empty for months before the bank took it over."

Right then, Emily appeared next to me, slipping her arm through mine. I must've looked like I'd seen a ghost because she immediately asked, "Everything okay, honey?"

I forced a smile, not wanting to ruin her perfect evening. "Yeah, just making sure we've got enough food out."

Clara noticed us and her whole demeanor shifted, that worried expression melting into her usual warm smile. "Emily, dear, what a lovely party. You've really made this house shine."

"Thanks so much, Clara," Emily beamed. "We're just so glad everyone could make it."

The conversation drifted to lighter stuff after that, but I couldn't shake what I'd heard. As the party continued, I found myself looking at our house differently. The corners seemed darker somehow, the shadows deeper than they should be. Every creak made me wonder if it was just the house settling or something else.

I tried to focus on the good stuff. Emily laughing with Sarah. Ben telling some story that had everyone cracking up. Kids running around like they owned the place. But that conversation kept playing in my head like a broken record.

The party wound down around midnight, everyone saying their goodbyes. After the last guest left and Emily had gone upstairs, I stood alone in our living room. The house felt... different. Not in any big way, but enough to notice. Like when you walk into a room and know someone's been there, even though nothing looks moved.

The silence felt heavy. I found myself staring at the shadows in the corners, half expecting to see something staring back. The old house creaked and settled around me, sounds I'd gotten used to, but tonight they seemed louder, more deliberate.

"Tom?" Emily called from upstairs. "You coming to bed?"

"Yeah," I called back, shaking myself out of whatever funk I'd fallen into. "Be right there."

I turned off the lights and headed upstairs, trying to push Clara's story out of my head. As I climbed into bed next to Emily, pulling her warm body close, I tried to focus on the good things. The great party we'd just had. Our amazing neighbors. The life we were building together.

But lying there in the dark, listening to the house settle around us, I couldn't stop thinking about that family. The Martins. Their daughter who'd changed, who'd become violent. What the hell had happened in this house? And more importantly, was it something that could happen again?

I held Emily tighter, her steady breathing eventually helping to calm my racing thoughts. Tomorrow, I told myself, everything would look different in daylight. Tonight's conversation would seem silly, just old neighbors sharing gossip.

But deep down, in that part of your gut that knows things before your brain catches up, I had this feeling that Clara's story wasn't just gossip. And as I finally drifted off to sleep, I couldn't shake the image of some family just like us, starting fresh in this same house, having no idea what they were walking into.

Last thing I remember thinking was wondering if the Martins had thrown a housewarming party too, back when they still thought this place would be their forever home.


Chapter 3: A Subtle Shift




I woke up the next morning feeling like I'd been hit by a truck. My head was pounding, and I had this weird metallic taste in my mouth. The morning light was streaming through the curtains, and I could hear Emily moving around downstairs, the familiar sounds of breakfast being made.

For a second, I just lay there, trying to shake off the weird dreams I'd had. Nothing specific, just this feeling that something had been watching me all night.

Downstairs, Emily was at the stove flipping pancakes, humming some tune I didn't recognize. She had her hair tied back in that messy ponytail she always wore when cooking, wearing one of my old college t-shirts that hung down to her thighs.

Normally, that sight would make me smile, but this morning I felt... off. Like my skin didn't fit right.

"Morning, sleepyhead," she said without turning around. "Coffee's fresh."

"Thanks." My voice came out rougher than expected. I grabbed a mug and poured coffee, hoping the caffeine would knock whatever funk I was in loose. "Sleep okay?"

She turned around, giving me one of those looks wives give when they're trying to figure out if their husband is sick or just being weird. "Like a baby. You were tossing and turning all night though. Bad dreams?"

"Something like that." I took a long sip, letting the heat burn away some of the fog in my head. "Probably just all the excitement from last night."

"Probably." But she kept looking at me like she wasn't buying it. "You sure you're okay? You look pale."

I forced a smile. "Just tired. Nothing a good breakfast won't fix."

We ate mostly in silence, which wasn't unusual for us in the morning. Emily's not much of a talker before ten AM, and I was grateful for the quiet. It gave me time to push away the lingering weirdness from the night before. Clara's story about the Martin family kept creeping back into my thoughts, but I figured that was normal. Hear something like that about your own house, it's gonna stick with you.

"So what's on your agenda today?" I asked, finishing my second cup of coffee.

"Thought I'd get some cleaning done," Emily said. "Still feels cluttered from the move, and I want to get everything organized just right. Maybe tackle that laundry pile that's been giving me dirty looks."

"Don't overdo it," I said, grabbing my keys. "House isn't going anywhere."

"I won't." She kissed my cheek as I headed for the door. "Have a good day at work."

"You too, Em."

The drive to work felt different somehow. Maybe it was just my mood, but the morning seemed muted, like someone had turned down the color saturation on the world. I cranked up the radio and tried to focus on the day ahead instead of whatever weirdness was messing with my head.

Back home, Emily was deep into her cleaning routine. She'd put on some upbeat music and was working through the living room, dusting and organizing. The house was quiet except for the music and her humming along.

But as she worked, little things started to feel... wrong.

It started small. She could've sworn she'd closed the guest room door after showing it to the Miller kids the night before, but when she walked past it this morning, it was standing wide open. No big deal, she figured. Maybe she'd just forgotten, or maybe one of the kids had opened it.

Then, while dusting the living room shelves, she noticed the picture frames weren't where she'd left them. They were all turned slightly, like someone had picked them up and put them back at odd angles. Emily frowned, trying to remember if she'd moved them during cleanup, but she was pretty sure she hadn't touched them.

"Weird," she muttered, straightening them out.

Things got really strange when she went upstairs to start the laundry.

She was loading clothes into the washing machine, humming along to the music drifting up from downstairs, when she heard it. A soft tapping sound, rhythmic and deliberate, like fingernails drumming on wood. She paused, listening, but the sound stopped.

"Hello?" she called out, feeling silly. "Tom, did you forget something?"

Silence.

Emily shook her head and went back to the laundry. Old houses made weird noises. Pipes settling, wood expanding, probably a dozen normal explanations for random sounds.

But then she heard it again. Louder this time, more insistent, and definitely coming from down the hall. From one of the bedrooms.

Her pulse quickened, but she told herself to get a grip. "It's just the house settling," she said out loud, her voice sounding thin in the quiet hallway. "Nothing to worry about."

Still, she found herself walking down the hall, peeking into each room. The guest room looked normal. The office was exactly how they'd left it. The master bedroom was fine, bed still unmade from morning.

"See?" she said to herself. "Nothing there. You're being paranoid."

But as she turned to head back downstairs, movement caught her eye. Just a flicker at the edge of her vision, like a shadow darting across the wall. When she whipped around to look, there was nothing there.

"Okay, Em," she said, her voice shaking slightly. "Time for a break."

She went downstairs and made tea, trying to calm her nerves. The music was still playing, the house was filled with warm sunlight, everything looked perfectly normal. But the atmosphere had shifted. The air felt heavier now, charged with an energy that made her skin prickle.

As the day went on, more little things started happening. The bathroom faucet she was sure she'd turned off was dripping steadily when she walked past. The closet door in the hallway, which had definitely been closed, was now ajar. The radio in the kitchen, which she'd turned off after breakfast, was playing again, so quiet she almost didn't notice.

Each time, Emily tried to find a logical explanation. Maybe the faucet had a loose washer. Maybe the closet door hadn't latched properly. Maybe she'd just thought she'd turned off the radio.

But with each incident, her unease grew stronger.

By mid-afternoon, she was jumping at every creak and groan the old house made. The warm, welcoming atmosphere from the party seemed like a distant memory now. Instead, she felt watched. Not in an obvious way, but subtle, like eyes tracking her from places she couldn't see.

"This is ridiculous," she said out loud, her voice echoing strangely in the quiet house. "You're scaring yourself over nothing."

But even as she said it, she wrapped her arms around herself. Despite the warm afternoon sun streaming through the windows, she felt cold.

When six o'clock finally rolled around and she heard my car in the driveway, Emily practically ran to the front door. The relief on her face when she saw me was obvious.

"Hey, how was your day?" I asked, but my smile faded when I saw her expression. "Em? What's wrong? You look spooked."

Emily tried to laugh, but it came out shaky. "Just a weird day, I guess. The house felt... different."

I frowned, stepping inside and closing the door behind me. "Different how?"

"Little things. Doors I closed were open. The radio turned itself on. Probably nothing, but..." She shrugged, suddenly feeling foolish. "Maybe I'm just tired."

I pulled her into my arms, and she melted against me, breathing in my familiar smell of coffee and cologne. "You know what? Let's get out of here for a while. Grab some dinner somewhere nice. Clear our heads."

"That sounds perfect," Emily said, and she meant it. The idea of getting away from the house, even just for a few hours, felt like exactly what she needed.

We drove to this little Italian place across town. The restaurant was warm and busy, filled with the sounds of conversation and clinking silverware, and Emily felt herself relaxing for the first time all day. We talked about everything except the house, and by the time we finished eating, she was feeling almost normal again.

"Better?" I asked as we walked back to the car.

"Much better," Emily said, squeezing my hand. "Thanks for getting me out of there. I think I was just getting cabin fever."

But as we pulled into our driveway, both of us noticed it at the same time. The living room light was on, casting a warm glow through the front window.

"Did you leave that on?" I asked carefully.

Emily shook her head slowly. "No. I'm sure I turned it off when we left."

We sat in the car for a moment, both staring at that lit window. It was such a small thing, really. People forget to turn off lights all the time. But after Emily's weird day, it felt like something more.

"Maybe we just forgot," I said finally, but my voice lacked conviction.

"Maybe," Emily agreed, but her stomach was churning with anxiety.

We went inside, and I flicked off the living room light without comment. The house felt normal again, just our regular old house with its creaky floors and quirky charm. But as we got ready for bed, both of us were quieter than usual, lost in our own thoughts.

That night, Emily lay awake for a long time, listening to the house settle around us. Every small sound seemed amplified in the darkness. Next to her, my breathing was deep and even, but she could tell by the tension in my body that I wasn't really asleep either.

Something had changed in our house today. Something subtle, almost imperceptible, but there all the same. Like a tuning fork struck slightly off-key, the vibration was wrong even if you couldn't quite identify why.

Emily closed her eyes and tried to push the thoughts away. Tomorrow, she told herself, everything would be back to normal. This was just her imagination, stress from the move, perfectly normal new-house jitters.

But deep down, in that primal part of her mind that recognized danger before logic could explain it, she knew it wasn't jitters. Something was wrong with our house. And whatever it was, it was just getting started.


Chapter 4: The Smell of Fear




I was dead asleep when the smell hit me like a freight train. One second I was dreaming about something I couldn't remember, the next I was wide awake with my nose burning and my stomach trying to crawl up my throat.

The stench was unlike anything I'd ever smelled before. Like someone had mixed sewage with rotting meat, then added the sweet-sick smell of a corpse that had been cooking in August heat for weeks.

"Jesus Christ," I gasped, sitting up so fast my head spun. The smell was so thick I could taste it coating my tongue, sliding down my throat like rancid oil. My mouth filled with saliva as my body tried to protect itself, but that just made it worse. Now I could taste the putrid sweetness mixing with my own spit.

Next to me, Emily was stirring, her face scrunching up. "Tom?" Her voice was thick with sleep and confusion. "What the hell is that smell?"

"I don't know." My voice came out rough and panicked. The smell was getting stronger by the second, so thick I could practically feel it crawling into my lungs, coating the inside of my chest with its filth. It was like breathing through a mouth full of vomit. "Smells like something died and rotted and died again."

Emily sat up, covering her nose with her hand, but I could see her fighting not to gag. "Oh God, it's horrible. It's like..." She stopped talking and I heard her throat working, trying to keep from throwing up. "Like a backed-up toilet mixed with roadkill that's been sitting in the sun for weeks."

That's when she lost it. Emily lurched forward and puked right onto our bedroom floor, the sound of her retching mixing with the wet splat of vomit hitting the hardwood. The smell of her stomach acid added another layer to the already overwhelming stench.

"Em!" I jumped up, but the movement made my own stomach lurch. The putrid air seemed to get thicker, like it was trying to force itself down my throat and make a home in my lungs.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, my bare feet hitting the cold floor. The smell seemed to be everywhere, filling up our bedroom like some kind of toxic fog. Each breath felt like swallowing liquid garbage, and I could feel bile rising in my throat, burning and acidic.

"I think I'm gonna be sick too," I managed to gasp, then doubled over as my stomach cramped violently. I dry heaved, strings of saliva hanging from my mouth as my body tried to expel the poison smell.

Emily was on her hands and knees now, still retching even though nothing was coming up anymore. "Bathroom," she gasped between heaves. "Can't... breathe..."

I helped her up, both of us stumbling toward the bathroom like drunks. The smell followed us, clinging to our skin, our hair, getting into every pore. It was like being wrapped in a blanket made of decay.

I splashed cold water on our faces, but it didn't help. The stench was inside us now, coating our sinuses, our throats, making every breath a struggle. Emily was bent over the sink, spitting and gagging, trying to get the taste out of her mouth.

"Check the pipes," she managed to say, wiping vomit from her chin. "Something's wrong. This isn't natural."

I stumbled down the hallway, the smell following me like a living thing that wanted to crawl inside me and nest. Every breath felt like swallowing liquid death. My eyes were streaming so bad I could barely see, and my throat felt like I'd been gargling with acid.

I flipped on the bathroom light and immediately checked the toilet. Normal. Sink was fine too. I turned on the faucet, letting the water run, but everything looked and sounded perfectly normal.

"Anything?" Emily called from the bedroom, her voice raw and broken.

"Nothing here!" I moved to the second bathroom, fighting the urge to puke with every step. The smell was getting worse somehow, more concentrated, like whatever was causing it was getting closer. The air felt thick enough to chew, coating my mouth with the taste of rotting meat.

Still nothing wrong in the second bathroom. No leaks, no overflows, no obvious source for a smell that was making my eyes stream and my stomach feel like it was trying to turn itself inside out.

When I got back to the bedroom, Emily was standing by the window, trying to get it open. Her face was green and there were tears streaming down her cheeks from the stench. Vomit was still splattered on the floor where she'd been sick, adding its own sour smell to the mix.

"I can't get this damn thing to budge," she said, then immediately bent over and dry heaved again, her whole body convulsing.

I helped her wrestle with the old window, both of us gagging and choking on the putrid air that seemed to be getting thicker by the second. When it finally gave way, we both stuck our heads out into the cool night air, gasping like we'd been drowning in a septic tank.

The fresh air was like a slap in the face, clean and sharp after that horrible stench that had been trying to poison us from the inside out. We stayed there for several minutes, breathing deeply, spitting to get the taste out of our mouths.

"Better?" I asked, though we were both still shaking and our throats felt raw.

Emily nodded, but her face was still pale and she was wiping tears from her eyes. "Yeah, but Tom... what the hell was that? I've never smelled anything so awful in my life. It was like... like it was alive. Like it wanted to get inside us."

I looked back into our bedroom, and here's the thing that really freaked me out. The smell was fading. Not slowly, like you'd expect if a window had been opened. It was just... going away. Like someone had turned off a switch.

But Emily's vomit was still on the floor, proof that what we'd experienced was real.

"It's getting better," I said, though saying it out loud made it sound even weirder.

Emily frowned, sniffing the air carefully, then immediately grimacing. "You're right. How is that possible? Smells don't just disappear like that. Especially not something that made us both puke."

I didn't have an answer for her. Hell, I didn't have an answer for any of this. "Maybe it was something outside. Dead animal or something. Wind could've carried it in."

"From where? We're on the second floor, and all the windows were closed." She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, still tasting the foulness. "And Tom, that wasn't just a dead animal. That was like everything that had ever died and rotted was concentrated into one smell."

She had a point. A damn good point that I didn't want to think about too hard. "I don't know, Em. But it's almost gone now. Let's just... let's go downstairs and make some tea or something. Get this taste out of our mouths."

Emily nodded, but I could see she was as rattled as I was. We made our way downstairs, moving slowly in the dim light, both of us still spitting and trying to clear our throats. The taste lingered like a coating of rotten grease on our tongues.

When we got to the kitchen, I stopped dead in my tracks.

Every single cabinet door was hanging wide open, like someone had gone through them in a hurry. The stove was on, all four burners burning blue in the darkness, casting these weird dancing shadows on the walls.

"What the hell?" The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.

Emily grabbed my arm, her fingernails digging into my skin. "Tom, we didn't... I mean, you didn't leave those open, did you?"

"Hell no." My heart was pounding so hard I could hear it in my ears. I moved toward the stove, my hands shaking as I turned off the burners one by one. Each little click sounded unnaturally loud in the quiet kitchen.

Emily stayed by the doorway, ready to bolt. "This doesn't make sense. Why would the cabinets be open? Why would the stove be on?"

I started closing the cabinet doors, my hands moving on autopilot while my brain tried to process what the hell was happening. "Maybe we... maybe we did it without thinking. Stress can make people do weird stuff."

"Tom." Emily's voice was small and scared. "Look at me. Do I look like someone who would turn on a stove and leave it burning? Do you?"

She was right. Emily was the most careful person I knew when it came to stuff like that. Always double-checking that the coffee pot was off, that the doors were locked, that the stove was turned off before we went to bed. And me? I'd grown up with a dad who'd beat my ass if I left so much as a light on when I wasn't using it. No way either of us had done this.

"Then what's your theory?" I asked, closing the last cabinet door. "Because I'm fresh out of logical explanations here."

Emily wrapped her arms around herself, and I realized she was shivering. "I don't have one. But Tom... I'm scared. Really scared."

I pulled her into my arms, and she felt so small and fragile against me. "Hey, it's okay. We'll figure this out. Maybe there's a gas leak or something. Could be making us confused, forgetful."

"A gas leak wouldn't open cabinet doors. And it sure as hell wouldn't create a smell that doesn't exist."

"No," I admitted. "It wouldn't."

We made our tea in silence, both of us jumping at every little sound the old house made. The familiar ritual of boiling water and steeping tea bags felt comforting, normal, like maybe if we just pretended hard enough, everything would go back to being okay.

But sitting at our kitchen table, sipping tea at two in the morning because our house had apparently decided to go crazy and try to poison us with the smell of death, normal felt like something from a different lifetime.

The taste of that rotting stench still lingered on our tongues, no matter how much tea we drank.


Chapter 5: Unveiling the Darkness




The next morning hit us like a hangover from hell, except instead of too much booze, we were dealing with whatever the hell our house had decided to throw at us. I felt like I'd been run over by a truck, then backed over for good measure. My head was pounding, my mouth still tasted like I'd been licking ashtrays mixed with rotting meat, and every muscle in my body ached.

Emily looked even worse than I felt, if that was possible. She was sitting at the kitchen table, wrapped in her robe, staring into her coffee cup like it might have answers. Her hair was a mess, there were dark circles under her eyes that looked like bruises, and her hands were trembling just enough that I noticed. The smell of vomit still clung to her, even though she'd showered twice.

"Sleep at all?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

She shook her head without looking up. "Maybe an hour. Every time I started to drift off, I could smell it again. That horrible, rotting smell. And I'd start gagging all over again."

"Yeah, same here." But we both knew it wasn't imagination. Not after last night. My throat still felt raw from all the dry heaving.

I poured myself coffee, noting that my hands weren't exactly steady either. "Look, I'm gonna call in sick today. We need to figure out what the hell is going on here."

Emily finally looked up at me, and the relief in her eyes was so obvious it made my chest tight. "Really? You don't have to do that."
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