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Dear Arish, Mama loves you the most!





[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1


[image: ]




The day started like any other, except the quiet was too quiet. A faint smell of yesterday’s rain lingered in the corners, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. 

It was laundry day.

The basket was heavy in my arms as I stepped into the mess of our flat, the clothes scattered on the floor, on chairs, around the bed. Jenny was at her parents’ place for the weekend. I hated being alone. Especially after staying up late binge-watching that unsettling thriller.

I turned on music, something loud and mindless, just to drown out the silence. The kind of silence that made every creak sound intentional. I bent down, picked up a shirt, then another, forcing myself to focus on the task.

Just laundry.

Just a normal evening.

Then the doorbell rang.

My heart skipped so hard it hurt.

I froze, one sock dangling from my fingers.

No one ever rang at this hour.

I stood still, listening. The music kept playing, cheerful and wrong. I walked to the door slowly, every step measured, like the floor might betray me if I moved too fast.

I peered through the peephole.

Empty porch.

No movement. No car parked nearby. Just faint moonlight stretching the shadows across the steps.

“Hello?” I called softly, not expecting an answer.

Nothing.

I opened the door a crack, then wider.

Still nothing.

The cold air slipped in, brushing my ankles. I stepped back and shut the door, my chest tight.

Maybe someone rang the wrong bell.

Maybe kids messing around.

Maybe—

The bell rang again.

Sharper this time.

Closer.

My stomach dropped.

“Stop it,” I whispered to no one, my pulse thudding in my ears.

I grabbed the first thing my hand landed on from the kitchen counter. A knife. Not even a good one. Too light. Too unfamiliar. My fingers trembled around the handle.

I opened the door again.

Nothing.

No footsteps fading away. No laughter. No apology.

Just the dark.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I muttered, mostly to myself.

I locked the door. Once. Then again. Checked the chain. Pressed my forehead against the wood and breathed.

I wasn’t like this.

I hadn’t always been.

Last year had changed something in me. Cracked it. Eight therapy sessions later, I’d learned how to smile through it, how to say I was fine without choking on the word. But tonight, the fear came back quietly. Slipping into my bones like it had never left.

I promised myself I wouldn’t open the door again. No matter what.

Ten minutes passed.

Nothing happened.

I laughed once, short and breathless. “See? You’re fine.”

I went back to the laundry, folding faster than necessary, my movements stiff. I almost believed it was over.

Then the phone rang.

I flinched so hard the basket tipped over.

“Hello?” I snapped, gripping the receiver. “Who’s there?”

Silence.

Just that faint buzzing sound.

I waited. Counted my breaths. Then hung up.

“A prank,” I said aloud. “It’s just a stupid prank.”

But my hands were shaking.

My mind went somewhere I didn’t want it to. The movie from last night. The phone calls. The voice on the other end. The choices. The screams.

I stared at the phone.

If someone asked me what my favorite scary movie was, what would I say?

I shook my head hard. Stop.

I grabbed my cell and called Jenny. The ringtone echoed too loudly in the quiet flat.

“Yeah, babe?” she answered.

“Jenny... can you come back tonight?” I asked. My voice betrayed me.

“Crystal?” She sounded alert now. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m just... I don’t feel great.”

There was a pause. “You sure? I can leave early if—”

“No,” I cut in too fast. “It’s fine. Really. Enjoy the anniversary.”

She hesitated. “Okay. But call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

I didn’t.

After hanging up, I felt stupid. Embarrassed. Like I’d imagined everything. I turned on a crime series, letting the voices fill the room. The light from the TV softened the corners of the flat.

By the time I realized I was out of groceries, it was already dark.

Three blocks, I told myself. You’re not a child.

I pulled my hoodie tight and stepped outside. The night was colder than I expected. The street was quieter than usual.

Halfway down the block, I felt it.

Footsteps.

Not mine.

I walked faster. Didn’t turn into the alley. Kept to the main road, under the streetlamps. My breath came shallow.

The footsteps stayed.

Slow. Heavy.

I glanced back.

A figure in a black hoodie. Cap low. Face hidden.

My heart slammed.

I ran.

Pain exploded in my ankle as I fell, the world tilting violently. I gasped, trying to stand, but the pain shot up my leg.

Footsteps closed in.

I shut my eyes.

And waited.
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I am Crystal Monroe.

I live in Oak Ridge and go to Oak Ridge High.

I was a great friend.

Was.

Until last year.

Until Sydney died.

I woke up drenched in sweat, gasping for air, my heart slamming against my ribs like it was trying to escape.

The same nightmare.

Again.

Every night.

In my dream, Sydney sat under the streetlamp near our old hangout. The yellow light spilled softly over her white dress. She looked peaceful. Too peaceful. She was writing in her diary, the one with little flowers on the cover. The one she never let anyone touch. Not even me.

Her pen moved slowly. Carefully.

I tried to call out to her, but my voice wouldn’t work. My feet felt heavy, like the ground was holding me back. She didn’t seem to notice. She kept writing, her head bowed, a faint smile on her lips.

Then she looked up.

Her expression changed.

Her eyes went wide. Terrified. Locked on something behind me. Something I couldn’t see. Something that made her whole body go still.

Her mouth opened.

Before any sound came out, blood splashed across her dress. Across her hands. Across the diary. It came from nowhere. Thick and dark and impossible.
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