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        Dedicated to my childhood friends from Royal Terrace.

        Sneaking into haunted houses, reading vampire comics, swallowing lego, and watching terrifying motorcycle gang movies, set me up well for a lifetime of night terrors and trust issues.

        Thanks!
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        Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life,

        others to shame and everlasting contempt.

      

      

      —Daniel 12:2
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            THE COURIER

          

        

      

    

    
      The marble lobby of York Tower had seen its share of secrets over the decades, but none quite like what was about to walk through its doors that morning.

      Will Taylor leaned against the polished front desk, the creases of his uniform shirt like razor blades across his shoulders as he checked the morning's visitor log. The same names, the same times, the same routine. Except today there was something new — a memo about staff changes.

      "Well, look at this," Will said, glancing at his colleague. "They've finally hired a replacement for Graeme."

      "A turnip would be an improvement," Rufus snorted, his shirt buttons straining against his girth. "At least it wouldn't talk."

      "Yes! If I have to hear one more time about the key characteristics of a 1967 Chevelle SS muffler, it'll be too soon," Will said.

      "Or how the engine timing on his precious Pontiac GTO needs 'just a little adjustment.'" Rufus mimicked Graeme's nasal voice. "Like any of us gave a shit."

      "They're starting the new guy today," Will said, flipping through the logbook. "Or should I say, we're starting his training today."

      "Today?" Rufus frowned. "Why the rush?"

      "Management's worried about coverage over the festive season."

      Rufus let out a dry laugh. "Since when do we take vacations?

      My biggest adventure this year was taking a different route to work. What else did you hear about the new hire?"

      "Young guy, saving for college, the usual story," Will said.

      "Kinda wish I'd gone to college now. Maybe then I'd own one of these apartments instead of babysitting the tenants."

      "You know all our tips are about to disappear into the young guy's pockets, instead of ours," Will said.

      "You're still getting tips?"

      "Mostly about the weather," Will replied, deadpan. "Still better than working the beat, though."

      "Yeah, my knees prefer standing guard to chasing perps through alleys." Rufus shifted, his arthritis a constant reminder of those days.

      "Speaking of the old days — you remember my dad?"

      Rufus nodded.

      "He spent his last three years in that place on the Upper East Side. Premium care, they called it." Will's voice carried an edge Rufus had rarely heard. "Died alone on a Tuesday afternoon while I was stuck in traffic. Staff didn't even notice for four hours."

      "Jesus, Will. I'm sorry, I didn't know⁠—"

      "That's why I actually give a damn about the tenants here," Will continued, his eyes scanning the empty lobby. "Someone should. These rich old folks in the tower, they've got everything — money, fancy apartments, the best medical care. But half of them seem lonelier than my dad was in that state facility."

      A buzz at the lobby entrance cut short their conversation.

      "Your turn," Will announced, switching his attention to the monitors hidden beneath the polished mahogany countertop.

      Will watched Rufus leverage himself off the stool, keys jangling as he padded across the marble floor. His partner's limp was more pronounced, the arthritis always acted up when the weather turned. The doctors had told Rufus to lose weight, but Will knew better than to bring that up again.

      Behind the toughened glass stood a courier in a tailored brown uniform, as motionless as a statue. Will glanced between the monitor and the door, unsettled by how perfectly still the figure remained. No FedEx purple and orange, no Amazon blue, no harried Uber driver's casual wear. The uniform was crisp linen, with subtle brass buttons and hand-stitched company insignia he couldn't place.

      The courier's stack of parcels was wrapped in thick cream paper, tied with twine — a far cry from the usual battered cardboard boxes they usually saw. His face was like a guillotine — stern features carved with the same unforgiving precision as the famous blade.

      "New courier, and not one of the usual services," Rufus called as he unlocked the door. "Hey, which company are you with?"

      "A private employer," the courier replied evenly.

      "Never seen that uniform before," Will noted, his old detective instincts kicking in. "Must be exclusive."

      "Indeed." The courier's face remained unreadable.

      "We need a name for the logbook," Rufus insisted.

      "Burtons," the courier said, the name slipping from his lips as if it meant nothing at all.

      "Come on in already," Rufus huffed. Will recognized that tone from their days on the force — the familiar frustration of hitting a wall of non-cooperation. "It's too cold to leave the door open and I don't want to sweep up any more leaves today."

      The courier crossed the threshold, his polished boots unmarred by the slurry of fall leaves and unseasonably heavy rain.

      "Who're they for?" Will asked, hand poised above the call system.

      "Apartment 306," the courier replied, his voice precise.

      "That can't be right. Check your docket. That place has been empty since I started here."

      "An elite private delivery service, and you can't even get the address right?" Rufus queried.

      "Apartment 306," the courier repeated. "These packages are for the new tenant. I have a key."

      "Like hell you do," Will said, standing up straight, his hand straying to his empty hip out of habit. "There is no tenant in 306."

      The courier set the stack of packages on the counter and pulled an ornate key from his shirt pocket. "I can assure you, there is. Now let me up like the good little toy cops you are, and we can carry on with our day."

      Rufus grabbed for the key, but the courier sidestepped with effortless precision, already three paces back, the packages clasped neatly in one arm while the key dangled mockingly from his finger.

      Will's face flushed, stung by the "toy cops" jab and the realization of what the key was—an original York Tower apartment key. "Fine. I'll take you up. But I'm telling you, that apartment's empty."

      "Suit yourself," the courier shrugged, his expression unchanged. "You have your orders, and I have mine."

      The elevator ride was tense and silent, with Will watching the courier from the corner of his eye. The man barely seemed to breathe, his wax-like face making it impossible to pin down his age. He could be anywhere from 30 to 50. Probably an elite athlete type who trained to lower their heart rate to near hibernation, Will thought bitterly. His cop instincts screamed that something was off about this whole situation, but he couldn't put his finger on what.

      Outside apartment 306, Will gestured. "There you are."

      The courier stepped forward, sliding the key into the lock and slipping through the open door with his packages before turning to face Will, his stance blocking any clear view inside. "Thank you for your assistance."

      Frustrated, Will turned to leave, certain his eyes were playing tricks on him. Had he glimpsed someone else inside? The place was supposed to be empty. As he stepped toward the elevator, he felt a sharp sting and slapped at his neck. He checked his palm, expecting to find a squashed bug or spider, but found only a smear of blood.

      Back in the lobby, Rufus looked up. "Everything okay?"

      Will rubbed his neck. "Yeah, apart from being stuck in a rickety cage with a guy who wouldn't stop staring. I hate those elevators.

      "They're older than God himself. And we need to call the exterminators. Something just bit me."

      "Let me see." Will felt Rufus' thick fingers probe his neck. "It's still bleeding."

      "Probably a mosquito bite." Will rubbed at the bite again, though something deep in his gut told him mosquitoes didn't leave wounds that felt quite like this.

      "What if it's a spider bite? Those can kill you."

      Will rolled his eyes. "If you're worried I'm gonna turn into Spider-Man, I hate to disappoint you. I don't do Lycra."

      Preoccupied with rifling through the first aid kit in the dark kitchen nook off to the side of reception, the men launched into a heated debate about the merits of the various Spider-Man actors.

      Neither Will nor Rufus noticed the courier slipping silently out of the building, a small smile playing at the corners of his sharp mouth.

      And from somewhere high above York Tower, a raven's harsh caw cut through the unseasonable rain, a single dark shape wheeling against the gray sky before vanishing into the growing storm.
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            TEE TIME TALES

          

        

      

    

    
      The early morning sun cast long shadows across the fairway of Dyker Beach Golf Course as Will and Rufus stepped up to the first tee. Will squinted, fishing his sunglasses from his golf bag. The sun seemed unusually harsh today, each ray felt like a needle against his retinas.

      "Your honor," Will said, gesturing to the tee with mock reverence. As he stepped up to the ball, he noticed the usual morning chorus of birds had weirdly fallen silent.

      Rufus grinned as he set up his ball. "Watch and learn, rookie. Watch and learn."

      As Rufus' drive sliced predictably to the right, Will chuckled, although the laugh made his head throb. "Nice one, partner. I think you knocked out a seagull." But there were no seagulls in sight — in fact, the sky above them was empty of birds.

      Their banter continued as they sauntered down the fairway, together with their regular playing partners, Mike and Dave, also ex-cops. Will adjusted his sunglasses against the sunlight, wishing he'd thought to wear a cap.

      "Did you guys hear the latest about those drones?" Mike asked, lining up his approach shot.

      “They're looking for some escaped lab monkeys, 'cause they're worried people are so broke they're gonna eat them if they find them," Dave said.

      Rufus snorted. "Yeah, right. The only thing I'm eating is this hot dog at the turn. And maybe Floss's alimony payments."

      The foursome shared a laugh, the conversation flowing easily between old friends. As Will addressed his ball on the third tee, he rubbed at his neck. The bite should have healed by now, but it still felt tender, pulsing with each heartbeat. He'd avoided looking at it in the mirror this morning — something about what he'd seen in the mirror had seemed... off.

      By the sixth hole, Will had developed a pounding headache. Even with the sunglasses, the light drilled into his skull.

      "You okay there?" Rufus asked, eyeing him with concern. "You're looking peaked."

      "Just tired," Will muttered, though 'tired' didn't begin to describe the strange sensitivity that made every sunbeam burn his eyes.

      As they approached the ninth hole, Dave brought up their latest celebrity resident. "I can't believe you're working in the same building as Skylar Reeves?"

      "That cape movie made stupid money," Rufus said, before adding, "it's no wonder he's as reclusive as hell."

      Will lined up his putt, a simple four-footer for par. As he bent to read the break, a sharp throb from the bite mark threw off his concentration. He jerked up, sending the ball skittering past the hole.

      "Since when do you get the yips?" Mike teased.

      "Must be coming down with something," Will said. Or it's an allergic reaction, he thought to himself.

      After finishing their round, they made their way to the PBA Hall on 86th Street for their customary post-game beers. In the dimmer light of the hall, Will's headache eased.

      As Dave launched into another story about their old nemesis, Clifton Russell, Will rubbed at the bite, which felt warm under his fingers. Not a good sign.

      "Speaking of things that should be locked up," Dave said with a chuckle, "remember Clifton Russell? That slimy bootlicker with the evil career-ruining side?"

      Groans echoed around the table. "Don't remind me," Will grimaced.

      "The worst boss ever. Always throwing others under the bus to make himself look competent" he added.

      As they settled into their regular corner booth, Mike leaned forward. "Hey, do you remember that series of apartment break-ins back in the day? Where they got past all the security systems?"

      "Oh yeah, that was wild," Dave nodded. "Hundreds of reports from locked apartments, and not a single perp caught. As if they were ghosts."

      "They never hit York Tower, though," Rufus said. "They never dared, not with such a crack security team on site."

      They all laughed.

      "You know what I don't get?" Will asked, his voice more serious than the moment called for. "These rich folks in the tower, they've got everything — money, fancy apartments, the best medical care. But half of them seem lonelier than my dad was in his state facility."

      The table went quiet. Mike and Dave exchanged glances. Rufus stared into his beer.

      "Your dad was in assisted living?" Dave asked gently.

      "For the last three years of his life. Alzheimer's." Will's grip tightened on his glass. "Paid through the nose for 'premium care,' but he died alone on a Tuesday afternoon while I was stuck in traffic. The staff didn't notice for four hours."

      "Damn, Will. I never knew," Mike said, almost reaching for Will's hand, before pulling back.

      "That's why I actually give a damn about the old folks at York Tower," Will continued. "Someone should. Dad used to say 'Don't let them warehouse me like yesterday's newspaper.' Well, I failed him. But I won't fail the residents on my watch."

      Mike raised his beer. "To your dad. And to looking out for people who can't look out for themselves."

      They drank in respectful silence.

      "Speaking of York Tower," Mike added, lowering his voice, "any word on what's going on up on the 3rd floor? My cousin works maintenance there, and said that they keep hearing weird noises up there."

      Will's hand strayed to the throbbing bite mark. The courier's face flashed in his mind, and he remembered how still the man had stood unnaturally still, like a predator waiting to strike. The memory made his skin crawl.

      "There's nothing going on, and they certainly haven't said anything to us," Will said quickly. Too quickly.

      "Tommy swears he heard odd sounds last time he was there," Mike added.

      Will took a long pull from his beer, buying time to steady his voice. "Probably just wind coming up the elevator shaft. Those old buildings make all kinds of noises. You get used to it after a while, although in the beginning Rufus used to shit his pants every time."

      "Hey, watch who you're calling a baby!" Rufus protested. "And I only squealed like a pig the one time. Honestly thought there was a banshee living inside the elevator shaft."

      The conversation shifted to lighter topics, but Will couldn't shake a growing sense of unease. Every time the door of the bar opened, letting in a shaft of late afternoon sunlight, he flinched.

      Mike clapped Will on the back. "Same time next week?"

      Will nodded, forcing a smile. "Wouldn't miss it for the world."

      Walking to his car, Will caught his reflection in the club window and froze. For a moment it seemed like his image had blurred, as if he wasn't solid enough to cast a proper reflection. He blinked, and everything snapped back to normal.

      Somewhere, in the back of his mind, a voice whispered a warning he couldn't quite make out.
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            ODORIFEROUS

          

        

      

    

    
      Slumped over the security desk, Will halfheartedly flipped through a dog-eared magazine. He'd positioned himself carefully in the corner of the counter to avoid the line of sunlight cutting across the marble floor. Even the fluorescent lighting seemed too bright for his eyes, made worse since it had also started buzzing aggressively above him, like a swarm of angry wasps trapped behind plastic sheeting.

      The lobby doors swung open, and Will recoiled as a fresh blade of light sliced through the space. A diminutive figure bundled in an oversized coat bustled in.

      "Morning," Will grunted, barely looking up. It had been a rough night of very little sleep twinned with a killer headache. The bite on his neck had kept him awake, pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat like some kind of biological metronome. Hopefully this wasn't the start of a brain tumor. He didn't have the funds to fix that.

      "Good morning!" The voice was unexpectedly booming for such a small man. "We haven't been introduced yet. I'm Matthew Peart."

      Will raised an eyebrow, finally lifting his gaze. The man before him barely reached the top of the desk as he extended a hand adorned with an ostentatious class ring.

      Before Will could respond, Rufus lumbered in from his break, a half-eaten sandwich in hand.

      "Mind if we swap spots?" Will asked quietly. "The sun's killing my eyes today."

      Rufus gave him an odd look, but shuffled over. "Migraine?"

      "Something like that," Will muttered, slouching into the shadowy corner of their workspace. Peart appeared to be an entitled wealthy resident, one who would undoubtedly come with complaints, he predicted silently.

      "I'm Rufus, and this is Will," Rufus said, shaking the proffered hand. "And you're the new owner of apartment 326."

      Matthew puffed up his chest. "Ah, what a welcome when the staff knows who you are. But sadly, I have concerns about the building's maintenance."

      A complaint. Exactly as Will had predicted, and he had to suppress a groan. "Oh?"

      "The smell!" Matthew's nose wrinkled dramatically. "It's like something died and is rotting in a wall cavity."

      Will sniffed the air, detecting nothing but the usual blend of cleaning products and Rufus' lingering deodorant, which was stronger than usual. His senses had been sharper lately — picking up scents he'd never noticed before — but this supposed stench eluded him entirely. "I'm not picking up anything unusual, Mr. Peart."

      "The smell is outside my apartment, and it's impossible to miss. It's strongest near the elevators. I've been taking the stairs just to avoid it. Someone else must have noticed. It's putrid. Decaying flesh mixed with... something else. Something sweet?"

      Will's stomach lurched. Sweet decay. The words triggered something — that day with the courier. Hadn't there been a strange smell up on the third floor? He hadn't noticed it at first, but thinking back now... He swallowed hard, his hand unconsciously moving to his neck.

      Rufus exchanged a puzzled look with Will. "Sorry, Mr. Peart, but I haven't smelled anything out of the ordinary."

      Will dropped his hand quickly, realizing he'd been touching the bite mark again. He forced himself to focus on the conversation, even as that fragment of memory kept trying to surface. The courier's cold smile. The glimpse of something — someone — inside apartment 306. The metallic tang in the air that he'd dismissed as his imagination.

      Matthew's face flushed. "The odor is very real. You need to get someone in to investigate the ventilation system."

      "Look, we'll make a note of your complaint and pass it on," Will said, trying to keep his voice steady. "But I gotta tell you, you're the first person to mention any weird smells."

      "There is something dead in the air ducts, or the elevator shafts, and given how much I'm paying to live here, I want it fixed," Peart hissed, complete with an audible stomping of his heeled boot.

      As Peart stalked off toward the stairwell, Rufus leaned toward Will. "What's his deal?"

      Will shrugged, but his mind was racing. Sweet decay. Decaying flesh. The locked apartment that wasn't supposed to have a tenant. "Don't know, but he's going to be a pain in the ass."

      "Do you think it's possible that something died in the walls?" Rufus asked.

      "Nah," Will replied, scratching absently at his neck. The wound felt warm under his fingers, warmer than it should be. "It's probably his ruined nasal passages. He's in real estate apparently, and you know what they're like... too many parties with an abundance of white powder." He tapped the side of his nose, but the joke felt hollow.

      The building around them seemed to settle with a sigh, and Will caught himself listening for sounds that shouldn't be there. Footsteps where no one walked. Whispers where no one spoke. The elderly residents of York Tower deserved someone who would notice when something was wrong, someone who would investigate instead of dismissing complaints as drug-induced paranoia.

      His father had died alone because no one had cared enough to check on him properly. Will wouldn't let that happen here. Not on his watch.
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            THE THIRD-FLOOR VIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah Pike sat in the darkness of her third-floor apartment, listening to York Tower settle around her. Sleep had become elusive lately, her nights spent waiting for the inevitable. When Ethan's whimper finally pierced the pre-dawn silence, she was already moving, muscle memory guiding her through the shadowed hallway.

      "No... please... don't..." Her son's voice, small and frightened, made her heart clench.

      The air outside his door felt wrong — colder than it should be, despite the building's expensive heating system. Something shifted in her peripheral vision, a darkness deeper than the shadows that lined the hall. Sarah ignored it. Lack of sleep was making her imagine things.

      Inside, Ethan's night light cast distorted shapes across the walls, transforming his model airplanes into twisted creatures. He lay tangled in his sheets, face contorted, fighting invisible hands.

      "Sweetie?" She touched his forehead, finding his skin clammy but not quite feverish. "Ethan, wake up."

      His eyes flew open, wild and unfocused. "Mom? Is he gone?"

      "Who, baby?"

      "The man." Ethan's voice trembled. "He was watching me again. From the corner."

      Sarah's eyes darted to the shadowy corner by his closet. Empty, of course. Just like it had been every other night this week.

      Unable to face another conversation about Ethan's mysterious visitor, she settled him back to sleep and retreated to the kitchen. The coffeemaker's gentle gurgle filled the silence as she watched the sunrise paint the Manhattan skyline. From here, everything looked pristine, unbroken. But like so much else in her life lately, she knew it was just an illusion.

      The building woke up around her. Water rushing through pipes, and the hum of the elevator cables joined the muffled sounds of her neighbors starting their day. With the coffee growing cold in her hands, Sarah watched the city emerge from darkness. Her reflection stared back at her — at 43, she still looked every bit the high-powered attorney she'd been just a year ago, but now yoga pants and a sweater replaced her perfectly pressed suit, comfortable slippers instead of power heels.

      Maybe it was just her own growing fear that by leaving her career to care for Ethan, she was slowly disappearing herself. That she was becoming invisible, just another stay-at-home mom whose concerns would be dismissed as maternal hysteria.

      "Mom!" Zoe's voice shattered the morning quiet. "I can't find my history textbook and I'm going to be late!"

      Sarah set down her untouched coffee. "Check under your bed. That's where it was last time."

      She watched her daughter emerge triumphant from her bedroom, textbook in hand. At 12, Zoe was all long limbs and attitude, a perfect mini-me of Sarah at that age.

      Before she could ask about Ethan, her son shuffled into the kitchen, still in his pajamas. "Mom, I don't feel good."

      Sarah pressed a hand to his forehead. No fever, but the kid looked exhausted. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and his skin had taken on an unhealthy pallor that reminded her uncomfortably of the elderly residents she sometimes passed in the lobby. "What hurts, buddy?"

      "Everything's too bright," Ethan mumbled, squinting even in the apartment's dim morning light. "And I had that weird dream again."

      Sarah's stomach tightened. Between the light sensitivity and lethargy, her mind immediately went to meningitis. "The dream about the man beside your bed?"

      Ethan nodded, and Sarah's hand trembled as she smoothed his hair. She glanced at her watch. Letting him stay home meant rescheduling her interview at Burrells, the law firm she'd set her sights on for her reentry into the legal world. Not the first impression she'd hoped to make, but meningitis... she shuddered at the thought.

      "Okay, buddy. Back to bed."

      As Zoe headed out with a hurried "Bye, Mom!", Sarah's phone buzzed. A message from her husband Mark flashed on the screen: "They want another meeting this afternoon, which means another night in Chicago. Sorry, babe."

      Sarah's jaw clenched. Another night alone in their bed. Another dinner for three, not four. Another night of the kids asking when dad was coming home. Another night of being the only parent dealing with whatever was happening to Ethan.

      A knock at the door startled her. Before opening it, Sarah caught a whiff of something sweet and metallic, like old pennies left in the sun. The scent vanished so quickly she thought she'd imagined it.

      She opened the door to find Mr. Peart, the new tenant on their floor, hopping from one booted foot to another.

      "Good morning Mrs. Pike, sorry to intrude, but I knew you'd be awake, what with the kids and all. I was hoping to talk to you about the odor out here. It's becoming unbearable. Surely you've noticed?"

      Sarah forced a polite smile. "I'm sorry, Mr. Peart. I haven't noticed any unusual smell. Have you spoken to maintenance?"

      As Peart launched into a tirade about incompetent staff and health hazards, Sarah checked behind her. Curled up on the couch, Ethan had pulled a blanket over his head.

      "I'll mention it to the front desk on my way out," she said, cutting Peart off mid-rant, desperate to close the door on the strong light and on the obnoxious man in the corridor. Something about his complaint made her uneasy, though she couldn't put her finger on why. "But I must go, as I need to call our pediatrician."

      As she closed the door, Sarah leaned against it, and the frown lines between her eyes, the ones her husband had commented on three times last week, deepened. Burrells wouldn't wait — they'd made that clear. But as Ethan curled deeper under the blanket, she realized some choices made themselves. She picked up the phone and dialed the pediatrician's office.

      "Dr. Ramirez's office, how can I help you?" a cheery voice answered.

      "Hi, it's Sarah Pike. Do you have any appointment times available this morning? My son, Ethan, is sick."

      Twenty minutes later, Sarah was guiding a sluggish Ethan into the elevator. As they descended, she noticed Will at the security desk, looking unusually disheveled with his uniform hanging loose on his frame.

      "Everything okay, Mrs. Pike?" he asked, his eyes lingering on Ethan with what looked like genuine concern.

      "Just a check-up," Sarah replied, forcing a smile. "Nothing to worry about. Everything fine with you?"

      "Absolutely," he replied, but not with enough effort for her to believe him.

      There was something in Will's expression that made her pause — a recognition, maybe. As if he understood exactly what she was going through with Ethan. The exhaustion, the sensitivity to light, the way her son seemed to be fading before her eyes.

      The taxi ride to the doctor's office was quiet, Ethan leaning heavily against her side. Sarah tried not to imagine the worst-case scenarios, but she had an aunt who'd lost limbs to meningitis, so it was always at the forefront of her mind.

      Dr. Ramirez's examination room was bright and cheerful, making Ethan flinch and cover his eyes. The doctor listened to his chest, checked his throat, and asked a series of questions.

      "How long has he felt unwell?" Dr. Ramirez asked.

      "A couple of days, maybe. He was quieter than usual over the weekend," Sarah replied, realizing she wasn't entirely sure. "Then he started complaining about the light hurting his eyes and has been having nightmares."

      Dr. Ramirez's expression grew more serious. "Any neck stiffness? Headaches?"

      Sarah's heart raced. So they were checking for meningitis.

      “Neck's fine," Ethan said. "I'm tired, and the light hurts my eyes."

      Dr. Ramirez nodded thoughtfully. "I'll run some blood tests to be on the safe side. We'll check his iron levels, among other things." Seeing Sarah's panic, she added, "Don't worry too much. This sounds like one of those childhood viruses we can never quite pinpoint. They usually run their course within a week or two. The blood tests are just a precaution."

      As the nurse prepared Ethan for the blood draw, Sarah held his hand, whispering words of encouragement. He was so pale against the white paper protecting the examination table.

      "You're being so brave," she told him, squeezing his hand as the needle went in. Ethan's pallor faded even more as his blood flowed with a hypnotic slowness, as if time itself had thickened.

      "Almost done," the nurse said, her cheerful tone faltering as Ethan's blood flowed into the vial. Sarah caught the way the nurse's eyes widened at the way the blood seemed to move — too thick, too dark, as if it were reluctant to leave Ethan's body.

      Sarah tried to ignore the nurse's quick glance toward Dr. Ramirez as something unspoken passed between them. The dread in her stomach bloomed...

      Later, as they waited for a taxi outside the clinic, another text from Mark arrived: "How are things at home? Miss you guys."

      Sarah stared at the message, her anger surging. He wouldn't need to text if he was actually at home. She wanted to tell him about Ethan, about how worried she was and how much they... no, how much she needed him. Instead she typed: "All good here." Let him interpret that any way he wanted.

      "Mom," Ethan whispered as they rode back to York Tower, "do you think the man will come back tonight?"

      Sarah pulled him closer, fighting back tears. "There's no man, sweetheart. It's just dreams."

      With Ethan dozing against her shoulder, Sarah gazed out the window, the city blurring past. And she allowed herself to remember her life before — one where she was still practicing law, where Mark was home for dinner every night, where Ethan was healthy and thriving, and where she couldn't keep up with Zoe's sports. But as the taxi pulled up to York Tower, reality returned.

      Today was just another day in York Tower, pretending that her life was perfect. That their lives were perfect.

      But deep down, remembering Will's concerned expression as they'd left that morning, Sarah suspected that she wasn't the only one pretending that life was perfect.
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            RAVENS AND WHISPERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Will watched the hearse pull away from York Tower, its tinted windows reflecting the gloomy sky. Inside was the body of Eleanor Lowenstein from 4B. She'd been found that morning, seated in her favorite chair by the window.

      "That's three in a month," Rufus said, his chair creaking under his weight. "First Dunblane, then Bruce, now Lowenstein."

      "Not normal," Will replied, scratching at his neck. The bite mark had been bothering him more lately, a constant reminder of the courier's visit. "Folks are dropping like flies."

      "Maybe it's that smell Peart keeps going on about." Rufus pulled out his phone. "Hey, that pizza place on 86th is doing two-for-one tonight. Double pepperoni with extra cheese?"

      The thought of greasy cheese and pepperoni made Will's stomach lurch. Even Rufus' coffee smelled wrong these days, acrid and too intense for his increasingly sensitive nose. "I'll pass. Not hungry."

      "More for me then," Rufus shrugged, already typing in his order. "Gotta get my order in early, before they run out. I've been caught by that before and it was not pretty. Imagine a pizza place running out of dough?"

      "I don't know how you can think about pizza when a dead body has just left the building?"

      "Grief affects us all differently. Me? I eat my way through grief," Rufus said.

      "You couldn't stand Mrs. Lowenstein. What'd you call her? I think it was a desiccated, pinch-faced garden gnome. Correct?"

      "Her face did resemble a cat's butt. You've got to admit that? She had a smoker's mouth slapped onto a skinny garden gnome and the attitude of an Arizonian cactus. Her dying still makes me hungry."

      Their banter was cut short by a loud thud against the lobby window.

      "What the hell?" Rufus clutched his chest.

      Will stepped to the window. Beyond the rain-streaked glass, a dark shape lay motionless on the sidewalk, wings splayed wide. "It's a raven," he said softly.

      The lobby temperature dropped. Will turned to find the courier standing there in his brown uniform, his pale skin almost luminescent.

      "I'll take care of this," the courier said, his voice as cold as the surrounding air.

      "Where did you come from?" Will asked, but the courier was already moving past them.

      They watched as he lifted the raven with eerie reverence. What had seemed like a lifeless husk shuddered in his grasp. The raven’s eyes flicked open and locked onto Will.

      "I have a way with animals," the courier's lips curved into a smile. "Now, please excuse me, I have a delivery for 306."

      As the courier headed for the elevator, a large package under one arm, and the raven cradled in his hands, Will felt the bird's eyes boring into him. There was intelligence there, and something that might have been hunger.

      His attention was diverted by the sight of Matthew Peart scurrying from the stairwell door, his nose wrinkled in disgust, a clipboard clutched tightly in his hand.

      "Still hunting that smell, Mr. Peart?" Rufus called.

      "Three other tenants have noticed it now," Peart snapped. "All on the third floor. Something is rotting in York Tower, and none of you seem to care."

      "We'll look into it," Will said, but Peart was already storming out.

      When Rufus left for his break, the silence pressed in around Will. The lobby was never this quiet. Eight floors of apartments, dozens of residents, there should be noise — footsteps, conversations, the hum of life.

      Then he heard them. Whispers. Not from anywhere specific — they seemed to come from the walls themselves, seeping into his skull. Will shook his head, but the voices only grew clearer.

      He's changing.

      Soon.

      The hunger grows.

      A scream pierced his thoughts. Will jerked upright, knocking over his coffee. The liquid spread across the desk like dark blood, and for a moment, he couldn't tell the difference. The rich, coppery scent that rose from the spill made his mouth water in a way that horrified him.

      "What's that?" Rufus asked, pointing at the coffee, and seemingly unbothered by the scream.

      Had he not even heard it?

      "It's coffee," Will said quickly, grabbing a handful of paper towels. "Just coffee."

      The scream had faded, but the whispers remained, rustling like dead leaves across concrete. The bite on his neck throbbed in time with his pulse. Will pressed his palms against his temples, trying to block out the sound. He swallowed hard, his throat dry.

      "Perhaps you're being haunted by the ghost of Mrs. Lowenstein? Serves you right for being so rude about her!" Rufus joked.

      The elderly residents of York Tower deserved better than low brow insults, Will thought. Mrs. Lowenstein had been a former Juilliard instructor, still giving piano lessons to the neighborhood children well into her eighties. Now she was gone, and Will couldn't shake the feeling that it wasn't from natural causes.

      Although his father had died forgotten in a state-run facility, and the residents of York Tower had all the money in the world, Will still wouldn't let them meet the same fate — abandoned and dismissed, their concerns unheard until it was too late.

      But as the whispers grew louder and the hunger in his stomach twisted like a living thing, Will wondered if he was part of the problem.
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            NIGHTFALL

          

        

      

    

    
      The Marsdens' evening routine unfolded like a well-rehearsed play. Jacob cleared his plate as usual, while Leigh merely pushed her salmon around with her fork. He'd noticed she'd been doing that a lot lately. A frisson of worry passed through him as he watched her scrape the barely touched food into the trash. Was she coming down with something? But the thought dissipated as they settled into their usual positions on the couch with Netflix already queued up. After a brief debate, they settled on a documentary about sports doping, with Leigh in charge of the remote.

      As the credits rolled, Jacob stretched and stood. "I'm just going to check the stars quickly. The forecast said it would be clear tonight."

      Leigh's lips tightened in barely concealed irritation. "I'll get ready for bed," she said, her tone clipped. "Don't take too long."

      Jacob watched her stalk off toward their bedroom, a familiar mix of guilt and resentment stirring in his chest. He turned toward his telescope, caressing the Unistellar eVscope eQuinox, a three-legged monster, and his pride and joy.

      He opened the window, and the cool night air caressed his face as he peered through the eyepiece. His hands trembled as he adjusted the focus, something that had never happened before. He was tired. Nothing more.

      

      This was his sanctuary, his connection to the vastness beyond Apartment 503. From the fifth floor of York Tower, the lights of the city spread out below him like its own galaxy of stars.

      A sudden sting to his neck broke his concentration. He slapped at it, the sensation fading as quickly as it had come. Returning to his telescope, he caught a glimpse of Leigh's reflection in the window. He sighed, turning around, but she had already vanished.

      "I'm coming," he muttered, frustration coloring his tone. Thirty-five years of marriage, and still he felt like a child being summoned inside. He loved his wife, but his real passion lay in the stars, in nights spent at Long Island's Custer Institute imagining everything beyond what the naked eye could see. Lately, he'd been too exhausted to make the trip out there. He'd missed the last three Saturday viewings — something he hadn't done in fifteen years of membership. Even setting up his own telescope was an effort tonight.

      As Jacob shuffled toward the bathroom, a raven alighted on the sill of the open window. The large bird settled comfortably, preening its glossy feathers, its dark eyes observing the night as clearly as the telescope. Jacob stopped, startled by its presence. In thirty years, he'd never seen a raven up here — pigeons occasionally, sure, but never a raven. This one was huge, its feathers impossibly black. The size mesmerized him, its presence somehow wrong at this height. Shouldn't ravens be down in Central Park, harassing tourists? Or maybe over at Marble Cemetery with the rest of their gothic kin? He shuddered at that last thought and waved his hands at the bird. "Go on, get out of here!"

      The raven tilted its head and regarded him with an intelligence that made him deeply uneasy before it took off into the darkness.

      The bathroom was dark, but he didn't bother with the light. Three decades in York Tower had etched every inch of their home into his memory.

      He brushed his teeth mechanically, his mind still on the celestial bodies he'd left behind, and the raven's unsettling presence. The bird's eyes had seemed almost human in their awareness, as if it had been studying him rather than simply roosting.

      As with every other night of their marriage, Leigh had left his pajamas warming on the heated towel rail. These tiny acts of service kept him in the marriage, whether he realized it or not.

      Climbing into bed, Jacob was struck by the chill emanating from Leigh's side. "You're ice cold," he remarked, reaching for her.

      "If you didn't leave the windows open, I wouldn't be freezing," she retorted, turning away and undoing her thoughtful deed with her thoughtless words.

      Jacob sighed, settling into his pillow. Early in their marriage, she'd have come back with a saucy reply, but those days were long gone. Sleep came slowly, but when it did, he sailed through galaxies of stars — black holes of nothingness, and everything.

      Hours later, in the hushed darkness of their bedroom, Leigh's eyes snapped open. She felt stifled, overwhelmed by heat, despite knowing that her husband had once again left the window open in the lounge. She pushed the duvet from her body, kicking it toward Jacob's side of the bed. Even the cool cotton sheets felt oppressive, clinging to her like a suffocating second skin. She peeled them away, exposing her body to the night air, but even then, she plucked at the silk of her nightgown.

      With a sigh, she rolled toward her sleeping husband and observed the rise and fall of his chest. For a moment she smiled, and leaned toward him, as if she were about to bestow a kiss. But then her head dipped lower, toward his exposed neck, and without a moment's hesitation, she sank her teeth into his flesh.

      She drank deeper and deeper until she finally withdrew, a trickle of blood at the corner of her mouth. She rolled onto her side, leaving Jacob Marsden, her husband of thirty-nine years, an empty husk.

      And perched on the open window's ledge, the raven cawed once — a sound of satisfaction that echoed through the pre-dawn silence like the toll of a funeral bell.

      Later that morning, the neighbors would find Jacob's body, but Leigh would be gone, vanished like morning mist. The raven, too, would disappear, leaving only the memory of its presence and the echo of its cry.

      The stars Jacob had loved so much continued their ancient dance, indifferent to the small tragedy that had played out below. But in the growing light of dawn, even they seemed dimmer somehow, as if the darkness had claimed a little bit more of the world.
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            THE DEPARTURE GATE

          

        

      

    

    
      In Apartment 412, June Johnson's elderly hands fussed over the display of pink gardenias in her dining room. Their fragrance was a gentle counterpoint to the emotional weight of her daughter's imminent departure. From the guest bedroom came the rhythmic sounds of Sally packing—hangers clinking, drawers sliding, and the rustle of clothing. June loved her daughter fiercely, she had always loved her, but Sally's presence was like a sudden, brilliant light that bleached out the soft edges of June's carefully cultivated solitude.

      Each movement, each thud of Sally's suitcase, reminded June of their vast differences. Where Sally moved through life with the momentum of a hurricane, June preferred the quiet spaces between moments. Their week together had been a dance of love and tension—Sally's well-intentioned recommendations, her barely concealed worry, pressing against June's independence like waves against a cliff.

      The afternoon sun cast long shadows across York Tower's lobby as Sally wheeled her suitcase out of the elevator and toward the exit.

      June followed Sally closely, their heated conversation drawing curious glances from Will and Rufus.
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